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“I‘m scared, I’m always scared. There are just too many nuts out there.”


Sadie Grey was sitting in her private study in the family quarters of the White House talking to her press secretary, Jenny Stern.


“I think you should try not to overreact, Sadie. My God, the President couldn’t be more secure. You’ve practically got a battalion traveling with him now every time he sets foot out of the White House. It’s almost a joke.”


“Don’t patronize me, Jen. I know how many threats there are against Rosey, not to mention me and even Willie, for lord’s sake.”


She had jumped up from the chair and walked to the window overlooking Lafayette Park, her back to Jenny. She didn’t want her to see the tears.


Even in the sweltering June heat the protesters with their placards were standing around on the sidewalk facing the White House, a constant reminder of her vulnerability.


Jenny was taken aback. Sadie had never spoken to her in that tone and Jenny couldn’t remember her being so overwrought since before the election. At the time, Sadie was having an affair with Desmond Shaw, and she had every reason to be overwrought.


“I’m sorry,” said Jenny. “I didn’t realize you were so upset.”


“Look at them out there,” said Sadie. “Any one of those lunatics could have a gun or a bazooka. They could fire right in here and kill me this very instant. You call that protection? Every time I send Willie out to his play group with Monica I’m terrified I’ll never see him again, that some maniac will blow up his car or kidnap him. I just can’t bear it.”


Jenny stood up and went over to Sadie, taking her by the arms.


“Sadie, what’s wrong? I’ve never seen you like this. What on earth brought this on?”


Jenny guided her over to the sofa. Sadie slumped down.


“I’ve been having these awful dreams every night that something terrible is going to happen.”


“What?”


“I don’t know exactly and I’m afraid to even talk about it.”


“Have you told Rosey?”


“He knows I’ve been having nightmares. I wake up screaming in the middle of the night and he has to shake me and calm me down. I just say I had a bad dream and he accepts that and goes back to sleep. But they are so vivid and they go on night after night. I can’t help believing in them.”


“Tell me about it.”


Sadie leaned back against the cushion.


“We’re standing somewhere, in a field or a garden, surrounded by flowers, soft pastel summer flowers. We’re laughing and happy. There is a green gauzy curtain or something and I sense that there is some menace behind it, but I don’t know where it is. Then suddenly all of the pastel flowers turn red, blood red. Everything is covered with blood and I am being tossed away, discarded. I don’t know where Rosey is. I never see him again. I’m screaming because I don’t know where I am and I can’t find Rosey or Willie or anybody. I’ve never had anything affect me like this, and I can’t talk to anybody about it because they’ll think I’m crazy. The ones who don’t already.”


She managed a weak laugh.


“Look, do you want to talk to the head of the Secret Service? Maybe that would make you feel better.”


“That would scare me to death. Just the fact that we have to have so many people around us all the time is bad enough. It means they know what targets we are. The details would only make me feel worse. I can’t see what other precautions we can take unless we never leave this place. We’re already prisoners enough as it is.”


The phone on Sadie’s desk rang. Jenny picked it up.


“It’s Lorraine Hadley. Shall I tell her you’ll call back?”


Sadie made a face. There was nothing worse than a former hostess in a city where parties weren’t that important anymore. Lorraine was a dinosaur and didn’t even know it. Yet she was so desperate to be a part of things that Sadie felt sorry for her.


“No, I’ll talk to her. If I don’t take it now she’ll only keep calling back.”


“Darling,” said Lorraine. “In case you’ve forgotten, your birthday is coming up.”


“It’s really a nothing birthday,” said Sadie. “Forty-four. I have absolutely no feeling about it at all.”


“So we’ll just do a small party, then?”


“Lorraine, you’re sweet to think of it, but I really don’t want a birthday party.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. We’ve got to get you out of that House before you forget how to behave in polite company. We must remind the natives that there really is a First Lady. How about six or eight of us, just family? It really will do you good.”


She was right. It would be good to get out of the White House. She had been practically a recluse for the past two years, since Willie was born. She knew Rosey would enjoy it. He kept trying to persuade her to go out to dinner, but it was such a production that it never seemed worth it.


“Oh, why not,” said Sadie. “But absolutely no more than six or eight.”


“Wonderful!” said Lorraine. “I know you won’t be sorry. Now, if only this dreadful humidity will clear up, we’ll eat in the garden.”





“Really, Sadie, this is insane!”


Lorraine had been on the phone with Sadie’s staff for days trying to arrange the birthday party, and her exasperation was beginning to show.


“I’ve had everyone in my household identified and checked by the Secret Service. They all feel like criminals. Police have been swarming over the place for days. The telephone people have strung up wires outside my house. There is a command post set up in my living room and a hospital upstairs in my library. I had a huge fight with one of those faceless agents—really, they are so incredibly rude, all of them.…” She paused at the silence on the other end of the line. “… About whether we could have cocktails outside or not. He wouldn’t even hear of eating outside. I made such a stink about drinks that he finally gave in, but he wasn’t happy about it. And then, this is too ridiculous, he told me I couldn’t greet you and Rosey at the door. I have to wait until you’re inside. For God’s sake, Sadie, this is Georgetown after all. It’s not the ghetto.”


All this talk about security made Sadie even more anxious.


“I don’t like it any more than you do, Lorraine, but we have no choice. It goes with the territory. It’s frightening to think that there are people who would go to such lengths to harm us. But if it’s too much for you, we can always just forget it. I won’t mind. I promise.”


“Oh no, darling. Not at all. My God, I don’t want you to think…”


That got her. The evening was going to put Lorraine back on the map for at least a year. Besides, she loved all the security. It made her feel important.


“It’s just that bringing your own water? And your own drinks? And having to have the wine uncorked by a Secret Service agent? I mean, honestly…!”


“Lorraine.”


“All right, all right, I’ll shut up. But I do think it would be nice if someone would tell me exactly how many support staff are coming so I could arrange to have them fed.”


“That won’t be necessary,” said Sadie. “They eat beforehand, and if they don’t, somebody will send out for fast food.”


“Don’t be silly,” said Lorraine. “Ezio’s a wonderful chef. I’d be happy to provide for them.”


“I don’t think you will when you hear how many there are. I’ve just asked.”


“How many?”


“Forty-five.”





It was shortly before five the evening of the birthday party when Lorraine called Sadie. She had just returned from the hairdresser to find several large dogs sniffing out the place. One of the waitresses had been held outside because the house had already been sealed, and Archie, Lorraine’s husband, was having a fit because two marksmen with long-range rifles were sitting in his bedroom facing the window.


The Secret Service had put up a hideous gauze curtain in the garden to shield the President from the next-door neighbor’s upstairs window. So humiliating for the neighbors. They were from such a good old Washington cave-dweller family. The agents had also wanted to put curtains up in front of the holly trees, but then her guests wouldn’t have been able to see her beautiful English border—they gave in on that one. They had moved the garden furniture in close to the house so the President would be shielded by the L-shaped wing and protected by the high fence behind the holly trees. They had even designated specific chairs for the Greys.


The President’s valet was in the kitchen checking out the food and Ezio was fuming. It seemed that his salad included tomatoes and the President hadn’t eaten any of the garden tomatoes that had been served him at Camp David the previous weekend. Perhaps he had developed an allergy? Lorraine had managed to convince Ezio that red peppers would be even better and a little more unusual. The President’s water was brought in in a large gallon container as was Sadie’s favorite summer drink, sangria.


Why hadn’t somebody just told her that Sadie liked sangria? She certainly could have managed to provide that. But when Rosey’s valet began uncorking the wine she decided to go upstairs and take a hot bath. She understood that presidents in this day and age needed to be protected but it was really getting ridiculous.


Sadie had requested that Abigail and Malcolm Sohier be invited. They were one of the most attractive couples in Washington and favorites of the Greys. Malcolm was the Democratic senator from Massachusetts, bright, charming, and witty. Abby was well read and fun. They were a rarity in Washington, a political couple who had not been corrupted by power and who continued to care about issues. Malcolm might well be the Democratic candidate for President when Rosey left the White House. Sadie had hoped last time that Rosey would choose him for his running mate, but he had refused to get rid of the dreadful Freddy Osgood, claiming it would be political suicide in the West and Midwest. He was probably right, but it was still too bad.


Lorraine had wanted to include a prominent columnist and his wife, but Sadie had put her foot down. She liked journalists and found them exciting and irreverent, but she had learned a lesson from Des. You could never really trust them. Nothing was ever off the record, especially if you were the President.


At any rate, having accepted the idea of a birthday party, Sadie was looking forward to a cozy evening with just the six of them.





Sadie was used to the motorcycles, the police cars, and the sirens accompanying them wherever they went. She knew it was exciting to others, seeing the presidential motorcade. As they pulled up to Lorraine’s house and stopped, a long black limousine with flags kept going. It was the decoy. Behind them was the ambulance, which stopped and parked directly across the street. There were several cars both in front and in back of their limousine. What appeared to be an army, most in dark glasses, earphones, and three-piece suits, headed up the stone stairs to the elegant federal pink-brick house. Standing in the doorway of the central hall, Lorraine moved aside as people with briefcases pushed past her. Rosey and Sadie got out of the limousine and headed up the stairs. Lorraine stepped out on the front landing to greet them as they neared the door. Before she could put out her hand, a burly agent grabbed her and sent her reeling back into the house, nearly knocking her down.


“Not out here,” he hissed.


Lorraine steadied herself and managed to smile as she extended her hand to Rosey and Sadie, who acted oblivious to what had just happened. Miraculously, most of the support team had disappeared. One group had gone to the upstairs study to set up a medical center. The other group went to a small breakfast room off the kitchen to set up a command and communications center, including an entire separate phone system.


Lorraine took her cue from the Greys.


“Darlings,” she said, as though nothing had happened, “I’m thrilled that you could come. Let’s go out on the terrace and have a drink.”


She led them down the hall, past the elegant drawing room, and out the back French doors to where the Sohiers were waiting. The seven or eight Secret Service agents had more or less vanished into the garden, taking up unobtrusive positions among the trees.


She was greeted by a chorus of “Happy Birthdays.”


“I’d almost forgotten it was my birthday, actually,” drawled Sadie in her soft Savannah accent. “And I wasn’t the only one.” She glanced pointedly at her husband.


“Well, Sugar, as the man said, ‘it ain’t over till it’s over.’ We still have a few more hours left.”


“Mr. President, don’t tell me you still haven’t given your wife a present,” exclaimed Malcolm in mock horror.


“You’re going to eat your heart out, Sohier,” laughed Rosey.


The Greys kissed the Sohiers warmly. Archie, a renowned bore, was greeted with less enthusiasm.


“Sadie,” said Archie, recognizing the coolness, “you look positively ravishing.”


Sara Adabelle Grey did look great. Her auburn hair was longer than it had been since she had come to the White House four years earlier. It was parted to the side and brushed smoothly so that it fell slightly over her eye. She looked more like thirty-four than forty-four. Her skin was pale, which set off her turquoise eyes, and she wore a strapless linen dress of the same color. William Rosewell Grey III, graying noticeably at the temples now, was tall and distinguished-looking in a tan linen suit. They were a gorgeous couple, and the way they looked at each other, it seemed to the observer that after twenty some years of marriage they were still in love.


Lorraine insisted that her guests be seated. There were six white wrought-iron chairs set out, and she perched on a corner of one, not wanting to wrinkle her silk caftan, and nervously smoothed back a hair on her chignon.


She turned to the waiter who was hovering behind her with champagne glasses filled with peach-colored liquid.


“We have bellinis here, or Sadie, if you prefer, the White House sent over sangria.” She wanted to make her point.


Sadie didn’t bite.


“Oh, bellinis sound heavenly,” she said. “I’ll have one.” Rosey reached for one as well.


After the guests had been served, they turned to admire the garden.


It did look spectacular. Typically English, it had a perennial border along the back and sides, directly in front of a bank of hollies that screened the row houses behind the wall.


A large crepe myrtle graced the center of the yard, a pretty cherry tree stood to the left, and a small fountain lent a cooling sound to the summer air. The grass was deep and green, which contrasted beautifully with the pastel flowers. The only thing that marred the scene was the silk tentlike curtain erected to the left of the patio, which was billowing in the breeze. Sadie and Rosey seemed not to notice it.


“How’s Willie?” asked Abby.


“Fabulous!” said Rosey before Sadie could reply. His face brightened. “What a great little kid! I never would have believed what joy there is in having a late baby like this. He is the light of my life. He came down to my office today and all hell broke loose. He had the entire cabinet on their toes right before the meeting with his toy airplanes and his tanks. There’s no question he’s going to be a general when he grows up. I’m thinking of sending him to the Citadel in the finest Southern military tradition.”


“He’s completely bananas about Willie and vice versa,” said Sadie in mock despair. “Willie is in Rosey’s lap every chance he gets. I feel rather left out.”


“The fact is that I’m besotted. You appreciate your kids so much more when you’re older. When you’re young you’re so involved with your career and travel that you don’t really have the time to concentrate on them. Being in the White House is like working at home. I’m always there. I can run up and see him anytime I want or he can come down and visit me. I always play tennis in the evenings and then throw the ball around with Willie afterward. It’s great.”


“We could get to be real bores about Willie.” Sadie laughed. “How about your kids?” she asked the Sohiers. “Are you going on vacation with them this summer?”


“I think we’ll just take them to the North Shore as usual,” said Abigail. “Massachusetts is so great in the summer. And after Washington it’s such a relief. When are you going to Easthampton?”


“I was supposed to go up at the beginning of July with Willie and have Rosey come up on weekends and join us in August. But he’s gotten so grouchy about the two of us being away that I’ve decided to wait and go up with him. Besides, it’s just too complicated to go separately.”


Washington conversation never strays too far away from politics, and Malcolm Sohier was already getting a little restless with the casual chitchat. He changed the conversation as soon as he thought it was acceptable.


“Mr. President,” he said, “what’s happening with the murder investigation of those DEA agents?”


Rosey leaned forward and frowned.


“You know things are getting serious when they start murdering our Drug Enforcement people,” he said. “But the normal recourse, which would be to go through diplomatic channels, isn’t an option. These guys are killing their own judges, journalists, politicians, police, and ordinary citizens who dare to protest, mowing them down in cold blood. The drug dealers have more or less taken over their governments. Even the armies are intimidated. There’s just nobody for us to complain to. They’re either scared or dead. Those who are running the countries are mostly on the payrolls of the dealers. If you can’t lick ‘em, join ‘em. I’ve asked Freddy and his friend Roy Fox to head up a task force to look into the situation. I have to say, right now, it is definitely one of my number-one priorities.”


“But Mr. President,” said Abigail, “what’s to stop these drug dealers from doing the same thing in this country? Drugs are rampant. I work with ghetto kids in drug programs. Malcolm and I have done fundraising in Los Angeles and we’re told everybody out there uses them. We’re talking about intelligent, educated, wealthy people who should know better. If you can’t get the message across to them—”


“Oh, please, Abby, everyone,” interjected Lorraine. “This is such a depressing subject. Can’t we just have fun tonight instead of being so serious? After all, it is Sadie’s birthday.”


“I’ll drink to that,” said Malcolm, raising his glass.


“To Sadie. Happy Birthday. And what a wonderful evening.”


“To Sadie,” they all chorused, then laughed, as they raised their bellinis to her.


Rosey, who had been engrossed in the talk about the drug problem, seemed to relax when the subject was changed.


“Lorraine,” he said, “I must compliment you on your garden. It is really spectacular. Do you have an English gardener?”


“As a matter of fact, I do.”


“Let’s just take a walk around the border,” he said and stood up.


Lorraine noticed that the agents in the garden had suddenly stiffened.


“Foxglove,” he was saying as he took her arm and began to walk toward the back border. “It’s always been my favorite. Do you know that they are terribly poisonous? In medieval times they used to make a potion of them and put it in the king’s mead to kill him.”


“For God’s sake, Rosey, don’t say things like that. It gives me the willies.”


Rosey laughed. “What’s the matter with you, Lorraine?”


“I don’t know. It’s all these men around with their dark glasses and their earphones and those bulges under their arms. I don’t remember there being so many. Doesn’t it ever bother you?”


“Oh, you get used to it. It’s part of being President. To tell you the truth, I never even give it a thought. Sadie worries about it… these lilies are amazing. I’ve never smelled such a strong perfume.”


He leaned toward one of the tall white spires.


Sadie had been sipping her peaches and champagne. She just happened to glance up as the bullet struck Rosey in the front of his chest splattering the white lilies, the pink phlox, and the yellow and white daisies with his bright red blood.


At first he stood up straight. Since his back was partly toward her, Sadie didn’t quite believe he had been hit. But the second shot knocked him backward, seeming to tear his whole torso apart, and sent him flat against the ground.


Sadie watched as everything shifted into slow motion. Within seconds he was surrounded by Secret Service agents, who covered his body and the area around him with their bodies. More shots rang out as the high-ground men in Archie’s bedroom began shooting back. She could hear the shouting as the call for medical assistance went out. The doctor came rushing through the door with a hypodermic. As she tried to run to Rosey, several agents threw themselves around her and pulled her roughly into the house, shielding her body with theirs. She saw the medics rush in with their stretcher and out to the garden. She could hear a command to “neutralize” the attack. She didn’t know what that meant. As she struggled to get out of their strong grip she tried to scream or shout Rosey’s name but nothing came out of her mouth but whimpers.


“Are there more than one? Where did it come from? Will they try again? Evacuate with as much cover as possible to the ambulance,” she heard people saying as others carried her out the front door and down the steps. The medics were just behind her with the stretcher, and when they passed her she looked over and saw Rosey lying there, his body soaked with blood and a small trickle coming out of his mouth. His eyes were open and he gave her a stunned, questioning look. For the first time she was able to make a sound, and when she did she heard her voice whisper, “Rosey, Rosey, what have they done to you?”


It occurred to her only after she had said it that it was the first time she realized he wasn’t dead. They reached the bottom of the steps and she saw the ambulance door open and a medic jump in as they slid the stretcher into the back. The agents had slightly loosened their grip on her and she leapt to the back of the ambulance scrambling in and grabbing Rosey’s legs. Now she had her full voice back and she could hear herself screaming his name.


“Rosey, oh my God, are you all right?”


“Get her the fuck out of there,” shouted a voice behind her. “There isn’t room. We need an agent.” She felt somebody pulling her out by her legs as her skirt rode up almost to her waist.


“Leave me alone, goddammit,” she shrieked.


“The ambulance isn’t armored,” the voice said.


“It’s my husband in there. I have a right. I’m going with him.”


“No, ma’am,” said one of Rosey’s grim-faced agents. “It’s the President of the United States in there.”


With that, he pushed her out of the way, jumped in the back of the ambulance, and slammed the door in her face. Another two agents jumped on the running board of the ambulance and the siren started up as it pulled away from the house.


“Roseyyyyyyyyy,” she cried out, piercing the atmosphere with her pain. Two agents picked her up and carried her to the presidential limousine, threw her in, and jumped in on top of her.


“Rosey, my husband, where are they taking him?” she demanded.


“George Washington University Hospital, Mrs. Grey.”


The noise from the sirens was deafening. She couldn’t see the ambulance or its police escort because the follow-up van with the agents was in between them and the limousine. The only thing she could see, and what she would remember later, were the two flags on either side of the front of the limousine. The American flag and the presidential flag. The next day would be the Fourth of July.





The President’s ambulance pulled up under the canopy of George Washington University Hospital just as Sadie’s limousine was rounding Washington Circle behind it. She saw a group of men surround her husband’s stretcher as they carried him to the emergency room entrance.


When she entered, the corridor to the emergency room was already filled with Secret Service agents. She turned to her left, accompanied by her own two agents, and started running through the emergency room to the back where one area to the left was filled with people and partially curtained off. She heard someone shout for “an IV for the President.” Then she heard a frighteningly calm voice say something about the wound being to the abdomen and asking for a chest tube.


There were so many men with their backs to her that she couldn’t see over them. She couldn’t see anything and she tried to claw her way past the first row of them. Her own agents grabbed her again and turned her away, leading her back down the hallway.


“For God’s sake,” she shouted, “let me see my husband. Is he still alive? Please, I beg of you, don’t keep me away from him.”


“He’s alive, Mrs. Grey,” said the agent who had her arm. “But there’s no space in the resuscitation area. They’re preparing the President for surgery. They want you to wait in here.”


They ushered her into a tiny holding room, no larger than a broom closet, at the entrance to the emergency room. There was a telephone, a small table, two metal chairs, and a tray of half-eaten food—meatloaf, soup, kale, and half a can of soda. The room smelled of stale food, and the dark blue wall on one side seemed to come down on her as she stood there. For a moment she thought she might throw up or faint, and she closed her eyes, only to be steadied by four strong hands. Then she heard someone say that the President was being taken to the operating room. She saw a horde of people from the resuscitation room coming around the corner in front of her, heading down the hall.


She jumped out the door just as they wheeled her husband by. Rosey caught her eye as she stood staring at him in shock. He had lost all of his color. His skin was white and his lips were blue. He had a ghostly appearance, partially wrapped as he was in a sheet. His shirt had been ripped off his chest. There seemed to be tubes coming from everywhere. She had never seen so much blood in her life. It was not only on Rosey but also on the white-coated doctors who were escorting him.


She had grabbed onto the side of the gurney so she could walk holding his hand as they wheeled him rapidly to the O.R.


“My wife,” Rosey whispered to one of the doctors standing above him as they approached the operating room. “I want to speak to my wife. It’s very important.”


“We have to move quickly, Mr. President. You’re losing a lot of blood.”


“Please.”


The doctor hesitated a moment, then nodded.


Rosey held up his hand to gesture to the agents for privacy, and they backed away a few steps. She leaned down toward his face.


He reached up and grabbed the back of her head so that her lips were almost touching his. He stared deeply into her eyes.


“You’re going to be just fine, darlin’, I know you will,” she said, gasping, as her tears fell onto his lips.


“My precious Sadiebelle.… I love you. And I forgave you… a long time ago.”


“Oh God, Rosey, don’t talk like that. Not now. Please, you don’t need—”


“Hush, angel. I have to tell you…”


She could feel the pressure on the back of her head from his hand. He was squeezing her other hand so hard that it hurt.


“I know Willie is not my son.”


The sound that came from her mouth was a guttural moan. Before she could shake her head, Rosey continued.


“It’s all right. I’ve known it all along… I love him like my own. It doesn’t matter.… All that matters was having you back. I know it’s not easy… you tried… sorry I couldn’t make you more happy.”


“Oh Rosey, I do love you. More than you will ever know. Oh Jesus, God in heaven, I’m so sorry, so sorry. I can’t bear this.”


She began to sob uncontrollably.


“Mr. President, we really have to get you in there, sir. We can’t wait any longer,” said the doctor, the urgency unmistakable in his voice.


“You have to,” Rosey almost shouted, summoning up his last bit of energy.


“Promise me, Sadiebelle.”


Before she could answer he continued.


“Never tell him the truth. Raise him as my son. Make him proud of me.”


“I will, I promise, Oh Rosey, I—”


“I’m sorry, Mr. President, we’re going in,” said the doctor as forcefully as he could. He pushed the gurney forward, leaving Sadie, her hand torn from his, standing helplessly in the middle of the hall, tears streaming down her face, her turquoise dress covered in blood.





Someone, she couldn’t remember who, had taken her arm and led her to an elevator. There were a lot of agents and people in white in the elevator. They showed her into a corner office, all glass, overlooking Washington Circle. It was twilight now, a little after nine, and the cars had their lights turned on. She had driven around this circle so many times. The Kennedy Center was only a few blocks away. All she had ever noticed were the beautiful little apple trees, especially in the spring when they were in bloom. Now all those people in those cars were speeding home to people they loved and here she was, in a hospital, waiting to see if her husband would die.


There seemed to be a lot of noise around her, a lot of people asking her if she wanted anything, a lot of phones ringing, a lot of motion. She was numb, oblivious to it all except from some sort of vague, faraway place. It occurred to her that she was cold, freezing, in fact, in her strapless dress in this air-conditioned room. Some words to that effect came out of her mouth and immediately a man’s gray jacket was over her shoulders. She mentioned something about hot tea and a mug was placed in her hand a few minutes later.


She alternated between staring hypnotically out at the swirling traffic and concentrating on the red, white, and gray love seat she was sitting on. She noticed that the chair in front of her was an off-white velvet desperately in need of cleaning.


There were bookcases with medical books and plaques and family pictures… family pictures. She suddenly thought of her two older children, Outland and Annie Laurie. They were both away for the summer. Someone would have to notify them about their father.


She broke out of her reverie for a moment, looking up at one of the agents in the room.


“My children…” she began.


“They’re on their way, ma’am.”


Shortly, her husband’s chief of staff walked in, looking exceptionally solemn, and rushed over to give her a hug. He was accompanied by several aides and the attorney general.


“Jesus, Sadie,” he said. “I can’t believe this thing. What the hell happened?… Never mind, you’re hardly in shape to answer that. I’ve just been downstairs. They’re still in surgery. One of the doctors is coming up pretty soon to give you a report.”


“Is he, is he…?”


“He’s alive.”


Period. That was all he said. Not doing well, or going to make it, or hanging in there. Just… alive.


“The Vice President was in Tennessee. He’s flying in.”


She couldn’t have cared less where Freddy Osgood was.


“George Manolas is in the next room trying to handle the press situation. Things are already going crazy. And if…” he froze before he said it. She stared at him, disbelieving.


“I’m going down to see where the hell that doctor is. I’ll be right back.” He gave her a squeeze, not looking her in the eye, and disappeared.


She stood up and began pacing. The clock on the wall said it was after 10:00 P. M. Had she really been waiting an hour? She walked over to a wall and read one of the plaques:


“Most people fear change more than disaster,” one of them read.


It seemed ironic. Here she had opted against change in her life in order to avoid disaster, and now she had both.


The door was ajar and she could see into the open office area beyond and into a conference room adjacent to the one she was in. Already WHCA, the White House Communications Agency, had set up the command post there, and the place was swarming.


She walked out of the executive office and stood outside the conference room door staring in.


The first thing she heard was her husband’s press secretary telling someone on the telephone that “it doesn’t look good; in fact, it looks terrible.”


A moment later someone noticed her. Then Manolas felt the silence and turned. His face turned ashen at the sight of her.


“Mrs. Grey,” he said, mumbling an apology. “I didn’t realize you were there.”


“It’s all right,” she said quietly and walked back to the executive office.


It was only a few minutes later that the doctor came up. His green surgical garb was splattered with blood and his hair was disheveled.


He simply stood in front of her. She begged him with her eyes.


“The uh, the uh President…” he cleared his throat. “We went into his chest, and when we opened him up we discovered that the entrance of the bullet was high. This is a very dangerous area to repair. We put him on cardiopulmonary bypass. We clipped the aorta and exposed it above the renal arteries. Not only the aorta but the superior mesenteric artery had been hit. A good part of the aorta was destroyed by the bullet. We keep finding new sites of bleeding and we continue to clamp them, but his pressure keeps dropping. The anesthesiologist is trying to keep up with the blood loss. You see, as you clamp the aorta you deprive the lower body of blood, including the abdomen and kidneys. The body becomes acidotic and the shock can become irreversible…. The heart slows down… the pressure drops.…”


“What are you telling me?”


“It, uh, it looks grim.”


She stood there for a moment taking it all in. Then, before she even thought about what she was doing, she dashed for the door. She pushed the doctor aside as she had been pushed aside so many times that evening, and ran out of the office, through the open executive suite, out into the corridor. In front of her was a sign identifying Stairway No. 1. She opened the door and began running down the stairs as fast as she could in her high heels, grasping at the red railings to steady herself. When she came out at the bottom she was confused for a moment, then she saw a lot of men to the right and turned toward them.


She went down another corridor until she saw a room full of people in green surgical outfits, patients with oxygen masks, tubes, and IVs. There was another sign: “No admittance or throughway.” She burst through it, going as fast as she could, leaving a number of bewildered people behind her.


As she raced out of the Post-Anesthesia Care Unit she saw the double swinging doors to the O.R. and the phalanx of Secret Service agents blocking them. They were waiting for her, as was the doctor who had spoken to her earlier.


Instead of trying to fight her way into the operating room, which she realized would be useless, she slumped against the wall.


“Please,” she said to the doctor. “Please.”


“We just can’t let anyone into the O.R., Mrs. Grey. You’ll have to understand.” His face could not hide his anguish. “There’s a small room right here you can wait in.”


He took her arm and led her into a tiny windowless office with three chairs and a small desk. It was airless and she became claustrophobic.


“I’m having trouble breathing,” she said, sinking into the chair and putting her head in her hands.


The doctor called for a nurse and instructed her to bring the First Lady some smelling salts and a glass of ice water.


Just then there was a commotion coming from the O.R. A blood-spattered nurse appeared at the door, a look of sheer desperation on her face.


“Dr. Sokolow, we need you in here,” she said.


The doctor started as though he’d been shot himself and dashed out of the little room.


It was about fifteen minutes later when the double doors opened from the operating room. People came pouring out, all of them grim-faced. Sadie leapt out of her chair and went to stand by the door of her little room waiting for the gurney to come rolling out, carrying Rosey to the recovery room. There was no gurney.


Several doctors began walking toward her, all of them now in what appeared to be red clothes. Their masks were pulled down around their necks and their faces were contorted with emotion.


Sadie started shaking her head slowly in horror as she backed into the room, waiting for what she now knew would be the news.


The one called Sokolow spoke first.


“We tried. We tried. We really tried. We did everything we could. We made every effort. But there was just too much damage. He went into shock, we couldn’t get the pressure…”


One of the other doctors put his arm on Sokolow’s shoulder to steady him.


“We’re very sorry, Mrs. Grey. The President is dead.”


She didn’t say a word for several moments. Then finally she spoke.


“May I see him now?”


“Of course.”


He led her into the operating room where the now motionless body of her husband lay.


Several nurses and doctors and a few Secret Service agents dressed in green hospital garb were still in the room. They were all in tears.


As she approached Rosey, who was covered with a sheet, except for his head, she motioned for the others to stay away.


They discreetly turned their backs on her.


She stood for a long moment memorizing his features. The wavy light brown hair with the perfectly graying temples. The high forehead with a few more lines than when he became President. The fair eyebrows, slightly arched. The pale lashes. The beautiful aquiline nose—his best feature. His cheekbones, high and etched. His mouth, nicely shaped, though his lips could have been fuller. He had a strong chin. Altogether it was an extraordinarily handsome face, a patrician face, a kind face.


“Oh Rosey,” she whispered. “I did love you. I was just stupid and silly and immature. I never stopped loving you. And in my heart Willie is your child. You are his father. You always will be. To him and to me. Nothing can ever change that. I was never worthy of you. But why do you have to leave me now when I’m just learning from you what real love is? You’ve taught me everything that’s noble and fine in my life. I don’t want to lose you now. I can’t lose you now.”


She leaned over and softly kissed his lips, brushing them gently with her own. For just a moment she felt his energy surround her and nearly lift her off the ground. The force was so strong that she gasped for breath and then looked up as the charged atmosphere moved from around her arms and neck to her head and then above her.


“Rosey, it’s you. It’s you. You are there. Don’t leave me now. Please come back.”


She could feel the desperate tears begin to come now as she felt him slipping out of her grasp. She raised an arm to catch him as his energy seeped away.


“Rosey, I love you. I love you. I always will,” she whispered.


But he had gone, leaving his beautiful, empty body on the bed.


“Goodbye, my darling,” she said finally and turned away.


Dr. Sid Sokolow, who had gotten control of himself, came up to her. He held a package in his hand, which he gave to her.


“One of the nurses found this in the President’s pocket,” he said. “It’s for you.”


It was a gaily wrapped present, with pink and blue paper and blue ribbon. The paper was badly cut and the Scotch tape was put on wrong. He had tried to curl the ribbon with scissors and taken all the body out of it. She had always teased him about how hopeless he was at wrapping presents. There was a tiny envelope that said “Happy Birthday.” It had her name on it.


She tore off the paper and found a small box.


She held her breath as she opened it.


Inside was an exquisite antique ring of turquoise and marquise diamonds in a gold setting. She recognized it right away. It had belonged to his paternal grandmother, who had been raised in India. It was the only thing that had belonged to Rosey’s mother, Miz G., that she actually coveted.


But the ring was even more significant than that. She had asked Rosey recently if they couldn’t renew their wedding vows privately. He had told her he wasn’t ready to forgive her yet.


She slipped the ring on her finger slowly before she opened the note.


Inside, in his bold handwriting in black ink, it said:


“I take thee Sadie to be my wife for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, ’til death do us part.”
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Allison had had too much to drink. Julian had ordered endless bottles of vintage red wine, a huge extravagance, and she had obliged him by practically drinking two all by herself. Not that she didn’t have a good excuse. A person’s fortieth birthday was not an everyday occurrence. And though she hadn’t really worried too much about her age, the idea of being forty and childless suddenly depressed her. Forty, unmarried, and childless. She had to stop thinking negatively. The positive aspects of her life, that’s what she should concentrate on.


She was the London correspondent for the Washington Daily. She had a bright future at the paper. She was the goddaughter of former President Roger Kimball and one of the most powerful women in American journalism. She was blond, thought to be quite beautiful, intelligent, talented, witty… and forty, unmarried, and childless. This was ridiculous. She was supposed to be having a good time.


It was not like Julian to throw her a birthday party. He usually didn’t show his emotions. He preferred to be known as cool and elusive. And most of the time he was.


“I’m a cold, cruel sadistic Brit, so what do you want?” he would say, with those taunting pale blue eyes.


Generally, Allison didn’t find British men very attractive, or at least sexually attractive. Most of them seemed devoid of a basic animal magnetism or whatever it was that made American men so appealing. Maybe they were too studied, too effete, too anemic.


Julian was different.


He was tall with a lithe, sensuous body, blond hair, and perfect features. He looked every bit the aristocrat he was, but he had a roguish quality that belied his upper-class manners. Julian was a renegade, a bad boy, always doing the unexpected, shocking the establishment, outraging his titled father. He was the delight of the journalistic left except when he occasionally turned on them for their sanctimonious moralizing. Julian belonged to nobody. He was his own person. His father had been ambassador to Saudi Arabia. He had lived in the desert, spoke fluent Arabic, and had written several books on terrorism in the Middle East. Everyone called him Julian of Arabia.


Julian had chosen the Groucho Club for her birthday party, a rather funky private club in Soho named for the famous Groucho Marx line about not wanting to join any club that would have him as a member. There was a comfortable lounge bar on the first floor with deep, overstuffed sofas and chairs and a decidedly undecorated look. Upstairs were private rooms for parties and a small restaurant. The club catered to the publishing crowd, journalists, and television types of some reputation and little money. It was the scene of most of London’s book parties and literary magazine launchings. Allison had wanted to keep the party small, so they had stuck to twelve. As it happened, her two closest American friends were out of the country on assignment, so there were only Brits at the party.


Julian was looking down the table at her now. She caught his glance though she was feigning a deep conversation with her dinner partner. Julian had seated himself next to a rather icily beautiful British fashion magazine writer who was clearly infatuated with him. Not that Julian had any interest in Clarissa. It was just his way of getting Allison’s attention. Because Julian was in love with Allison and Allison was not in love with him. They had never discussed it. It was simply understood. One day she would go back to America and that would be the end.


Julian was standing now. He had rapped on his glass to signal a toast. Everyone was only too happy for another opportunity to drink a little more of the amazing claret. “I would like everyone to drink to our smashing expatriate… and to hope that this is not the last birthday she will spend on our fair isle.”


It was the closest he would ever come to asking her to stay.


Allison smiled. He was brilliant and clever, facile and sexy. And titled and rich. Why couldn’t she be in love with him? He had such pride, too. That appealed to her. She hated men who made passes. She liked to be the one to select her partners. Julian would rather be left in the desert to die of thirst than to ever suggest she marry him. Even when they had first met it was she who had invited him to her house for dinner, not once but several times, before he asked her out. It was she who seduced him.


Clarissa was reaching a hand up to draw him down to the table again. She had not liked the long smoldering look he was giving Allison. He gracefully shrugged her away and began walking down toward Allison’s end of the table, wineglass in hand. He sat down, leaning his arm on the back of her chair and taking a handful of her hair. She could see that he was a little drunk, but his eyes were as clear as most people’s were when sober.


“Why don’t we get the hell out of here,” he whispered in her ear.


“Your lips are purple from the claret,” she said. Their faces were so close they were almost touching.


“Bugger off.”


“I bet you don’t talk to Lady Clarissa that way.”


“I don’t have to.”


“Do you want to go to bed with her?”


“Compared to what?”


“What a dumb question. You’d fuck a camel.”


“They don’t call me Julian of Arabia for nothing.”


He smiled wickedly and bit her lower lip. She didn’t even bother to see if anyone was watching. She didn’t care either. They were all so smashed that it hardly mattered.


“I suppose she made a pass at you.”


“Not at all. She merely invited me to visit her in Barbados next month. Her parents have a house there. Very grand. Quite the toffs, you know.”


“I don’t give a damn if she is Lady Clarissa, she’s nothing but a clapped-out slagette.”


Allison was quite pleased with herself over this shot. It annoyed her that Clarissa had invited Julian to Barbados right under her very nose. Clarissa wouldn’t even be at the party except that Julian’s best friend had brought her. She pulled back a little to show the proper indignation.


Julian threw back his head and laughed.


“Good girl,” he said. It always sounded like “gell.” “It’s been a tough go but you’re finally learning to speak our native tongue.”


“Your tongue is purple, too,” she said.


“Well,” he whispered very softly, moving his head closer to her and lowering his eyes to her mouth. “I can arrange for you not to have to see it.


He took her head in his hands pulling her to him as he covered her mouth with his. She could feel herself giving in, letting her body relax into his arms, only vaguely aware that there were people around them laughing and talking.


Then suddenly there was a shout, and someone came running into their private dining room.


“The President has been shot!”


Allison rose out of her chair as though she had been submerged and was coming up for air. She had had so much to drink and was so engrossed in Julian that it took her a moment to focus on what had been said.


“What? What did he say?” she asked nobody in particular.


“The President of the United States has been shot.”


“Rosey? Oh no. Oh God. Oh no.”


Allison looked wildly around the room as if for confirmation that what she had heard was false.


She looked at Julian, comprehending at last. He was grim and suddenly very sober. He stared at Allison’s ashen face.


“Bloody hell,” he said softly.





She couldn’t imagine how Julian, as drunk as he was, had managed to navigate his car from the West End to her office on Upper Brook Street. Within minutes she was on the phone with the desk in Washington. The Daily was in an uproar and she could hardly make sense of what Muchnick, the foreign editor, was saying. The President had been shot on deadline, just as the paper was being put to bed, and had been rushed to George Washington University Hospital. Nobody knew anything more except that he was in surgery.


“Get reaction” was all Muchnick would say.


“But what happened?” she demanded. “You know: who, what, where, when, and why?”


“I don’t have time for this now, Sterling,” he said testily and hung up.


“God, I hate that asshole,” she shouted. She was standing at her desk, the phone cradled under her arm, pacing back and forth. Julian came into her office just as she finished her conversation, two cups of black coffee in his hands.


“Drink,” he ordered. “It’s just possible that you are the asshole at this moment, and a slightly drunken one at that.”


“How drunk am I?”


“Too drunk to call the Prime Minister’s office and too drunk to call the American ambassador. Why don’t you call Reggie?”


Reggie was the palace spokesman, a jovial party boy himself and good friend to most of the foreign press.


“I’m not that drunk…. Do you think Muchnick could tell I was drunk?”


“I don’t think it occurred to him.”


“Well, why the hell shouldn’t I be drunk? It’s my fortieth birthday and it’s two o’clock in the morning. How was I supposed to know the President would be shot?… Christ, the President’s been shot. Rosey’s been shot!”


The realization stunned her only momentarily as it had when she first heard the news. But her head was compartmentalized. Emotions and news were in separate compartments. This was news. It would not register until much later that Rosey was a friend. Somebody she cared about, somebody with whom she had shared a great deal of pain.


She grabbed her Rolodex and began thumbing through it for numbers as she turned on the BBC radio. The clackety-clack of the wire machines in the hall churned out the mounting details of the shooting. Julian ripped off the streams of white paper and carried them into Allison’s office. Her shoes were off, her hair was tied back, and she had put on a sweater. She seemed oblivious to anything but The Story.


The black coffee, or maybe it was the story itself, sobered her up fast. She placed a call to the Prime Minister’s national security guy, a frequent lunch partner and sometime source whose home phone number she happened to have. Jeremy gave her some colorful reaction that she wouldn’t have gotten from the Prime Minister’s press secretary. Then she placed a call to the PM. She wanted to get the Brits out of the way and file before she called the American ambassador.


It was about four in the morning when she finally called E. Cotesworth Tennant III. He was one of Rosey Grey’s closest friends and had been chairman of his reelection campaign in Virginia. They were both from Richmond, both First Families of Virginia, roommates at the Episcopal High School, clubmates in Saint Anthony Hall at the University of Virginia, classmates at Virginia Law School.


Allison had never really known Cotes when she was in Washington. He had stayed in Richmond because his wife was dying of cancer. Even though Rosey had been President for two years before he actually ran for office, it wasn’t until after the election that he had named Cotes to the Court of St. James’s.


They had become friendly when, two years earlier, they both arrived in London. She knew the conversation with Cotes would be difficult. She didn’t know how difficult.


He picked up the phone on the first ring.


“Cotes, it’s Allison.”


“Do you know anything?”


“Only what’s come over the wire. He’s in surgery at G.W.”


“Jesus Christ, Allison. I can’t believe it. I was only just talking to him yesterday on the phone. He was all excited about Sadie’s birthday present.”


Allison stiffened at the mention of Sadie’s name even now. But Cotes wouldn’t have known why.


“Goddamn Secret Service, where the hell were they anyway…” he stopped in midsentence, his voice cracking.


She could hear another phone ringing in the background.


“Hang on,” he said. He didn’t put her on hold. There was a long silence after he answered.


“You’re sure?” he said finally. “Yes, no, no, nothing. I’ll get back to you.”


“Allison?”


“Yes?” She held her breath.


He took a deep breath of his own.


“He’s, um… he’s uh… Allison?”


“Yes.”


“He’s dead, Allison. He’s dead. The President’s dead. Rosey’s dead.”


“Yes.” Her mind was whirling. She couldn’t just hang up on him. He was so distraught. But she had to get on the story. Get more reaction. Get to Downing Street.


“I’ll let you go then,” she said. “I know you must have a lot to do. When will you…? I’ll call you later this morning. And Cotes… I’m terribly sorry.”


Her first file had had only a few bland quotes that she knew the desk wouldn’t use. Now she had to call everybody again and file a real react story for the late edition. By the time she had finished it was almost six in the morning and Julian had fallen asleep on the sofa in her office. She wasn’t the least bit drunk anymore. Her adrenaline had taken over and she was on a deadline high. She had so much energy she felt as if she would jump out of her skin. The fact of Rosey’s death still hadn’t sunk in. The emotion compartment was still closed.


She had an overwhelming rush of sexual desire. She desperately needed the release. It was probably the combination of Rosey’s death and working on a tight deadline. She had read about people often wanting to make love after a death. It was supposedly a confirmation of their own aliveness. It was not an unfamiliar feeling either after finishing an emotionally charged story. Des used to say he felt a postcoital slump after finishing a big story, then an enormous surge of sexual energy.


Des. She didn’t want to think about him now. She missed him terribly. Was he still in love with Sadie? She knew they hadn’t seen each other for three years. But now Sadie was free. Well, she had finished with Desmond Shaw. If Sadie wanted him now, she could have him. If she really believed that, why did she feel sick to her stomach?


She looked over at Julian, sleeping quite soundly on the sofa. He was beautiful and he loved her. He loved her because he couldn’t have her. She knew that much.


She walked over to the sofa and knelt down beside him, kissing him softly on the lips, the neck, the ears.


He pretended to be asleep at first, but as her kisses became more insistent, he reached out to her silently, pulling her on top of him, then rolling her easily off the sofa onto the carpet. She raised her arms behind her head and he grabbed her wrists with his hands, pressing them against the floor. She was slipping away into a state of distracted desire as Julian made love to her as if he were expecting her to evaporate any moment.


Neither of them spoke afterward. They lay in each other’s arms on the floor, their clothes disheveled, listening to the noise from the wire machine with its urgent clacking, its insistent little bells.


“So,” he said after a long while. “What will all of this mean?”


He was trying to sound casual.


Allison pretended not to understand.


“It means that we now have a very liberal President from Tennessee, Freddy Osgood. It means that our country will go through another tormenting and soul-searching period about where we went wrong. It means that in about an hour… what time is it anyway?”


“Half six.”


“It means that any minute now my phone will start ringing with requests for me to go on British television to talk about the moral decay of America, the inadequacy of our gun control laws, and the wild west mentality of our countrymen.”


“What will this mean for you?”


He couldn’t bring himself to say “us.”


“It means I’ll have to go back to the States for the funeral. Muchnick will insist that I stay here to cover British reaction, but the Prime Minister will go, so nothing will be happening here. Besides, Rosey was a friend. Uncle Rog will be there. This will be tough on him. He adored Rosey. I think he was almost relieved when he had a stroke and had to step down from the presidency. I think he really believed Rosey was a better President than he was. He was right. I want to be there with Uncle Rog and Aunt Molly. God, I can’t believe I’m talking about Rosey’s funeral.”


She was talking rapidly.


“Well, then, I shall miss you, my sweet,” he said rather flippantly.


“I’m sure Lady Clarissa will be overjoyed to hear that I’m out of the country.”


“She won’t hear it from my lips.”


“I think I’ll seal them myself right now, just to make sure,” she said and climbed on top of him, straddling him and this time pinning his arms back behind his head as she playfully began to munch at his mouth, taking little bites and then pulling away.


“Ah, a lovely little farewell fuck,” he said, grabbing her and pulling her down to him, pressing her mouth against his.


The phone rang. It rang again.


“Shit,” said Julian.


“Right on the button,” she said, as she pulled away from him and ran to get it.


“The Daily,” she answered. “Oh, hi, Nigel. Yes, it’s horrible. I know, right. What time? Yeah, I don’t. I’ll have to talk to my desk to see what they want. Moral decay, gun control laws, the usual. I got it. Right. I’ll get back to you. Yes, I’m sorry, too.”


She turned to Julian.


“BBC,” she said. “I’d better check in with the desk again.”


She started to place the call when the phone rang again. It was Cotes.


“Allison? Are you going back?” He sounded very businesslike.


“Yes, though I haven’t informed the desk yet.”


“Will you go with me?”


“Oh Cotes, I have to think about this. When are you leaving?”


“Late this afternoon or early evening. I talked to Sadie. She just got back from the hospital a few minutes ago. She’s still in shock. She wants me to be an honorary pallbearer. She wants me back as soon as I can get there. I’ve got to go over to Downing Street and advise the PM on their plans to attend the, uh”—he cleared his throat—“the, uh, funeral. I’ll be going on an Air Force plane.”


“I don’t know, Cotes. How will I pay for it?”


“You don’t have to pay for it. You’ll be my guest.”


“You know better than that. I’m not even sure the paper will let me even if we can figure out a way to pay for it.”


“Allison, find a way, please. I don’t want to go by myself. I don’t want that plane ride alone.”


Okay, Cotes. I’ll call you back.”


Her conversation with Muchnick was worse than she had feared. At first he refused to let her come back at all, claiming he couldn’t leave England uncovered and he couldn’t spare any of his correspondents in Europe to cover for her.


“Look, Muchnick,” she told him finally. “This is not negotiable.”


She had to go over his head to the managing editor, Walt Fineman, to get them to allow her to go back with Cotes. They would figure out the problem of payment later. She convinced Walt that it would be to their advantage to have access to the ambassador for six hours alone. He would be in touch with the White House from the plane and that would be invaluable to the paper later. She felt a little sleazy even arguing the case that way. What she wanted to say was that her friend was hurting. But journalists weren’t supposed to talk that way. The story always came first. So she sold it as a story and he bought it.


She wondered when she would start feeling sad. She hoped not until after the funeral. She had too much work to do.


Julian drove her to the embassy, a block from her office on Upper Brook Street. They hadn’t had time to talk all day because she was so busy.


She could tell he was trying to be nonchalant about her departure, yet both of them sensed that this trip was going to be a turning point.


He stopped the car and turned off the ignition. He didn’t look at her right away. She instinctively clutched at her bag, wrapping both her arms around it on her lap. They sat in silence for a moment.


“I think the script calls for an embrace,” he said.


She tried to smile, then reached up and wrapped her arm around his neck, burying her head in his chest. The only sound was the rustle of her raincoat and the rain pelting the roof of the car.


“Don’t stay away too long, luv, or I shall soon be beating them away with clubs.”


“If only that weren’t true.”


“Actually, I think I’ll go down to Sussex and bury myself in my work.”


“Great idea. You’ll be safe there.”


“I don’t know; Clarissa is rather persistent.”


She blinked back the tears. Fatigue and the events of the day had brought her emotions to the edge.


“Goodbye, Julian.”


He took her chin gently in his hand, leaned over, and kissed her softly on the lips.


“I love you,” he said under his breath.


She did not respond.


It was only later on the plane that she realized he had never told her that before.





Cotes was waiting for her in one of the seats at the back of the little Air Force Gulfstream 3. She took the seat facing him. She was relieved to see they were alone.


Cotes, with his choirboy face and mop of sandy hair, actually looked his age at this moment. There were dark circles under his bloodshot eyes.


He wore a crewneck sweater. She had slipped into a knit pullover and socks. He was sipping a bourbon on the rocks. She ordered a beer, a proper antidote to her hangover.


As the plane took off, the steward brought Cotes another drink and a cheese tray, then disappeared into the galley to the rear.


Cotes seemed calm as they compared notes about what had happened to Rosey.


By now they knew that the gunman had been a Vietnam veteran and a former communications expert at the White House who had gotten deeply involved in drugs and been fired as a result. He had tapped into the White House communications system to learn the President’s habits and schedule, had rented an apartment in the building behind Lorraine Hadley’s house in Georgetown, and had waited for an opportunity to kill Rosewell Grey. He had been diagnosed recently as psychotic. He had left a note saying he was acting on his own, that he wanted to punish the President personally for destroying his life.


He had been gunned down by the Secret Service minutes after they discovered him on the other side of the wall from Lorraine’s backyard. There appeared to be no conspiracy.


Cotes consumed an entire bottle of wine at dinner. Against her better judgment she had submitted to his pressure and had drunk over a half bottle herself.


It was only after the steward had retired that Cotes, sufficiently plastered and working on a brandy, let down his guard.


“Jesus,” he said at last. “Jesus, I loved that som’bitch.”


Cotes’s accent by now was so Southern it was almost unintelligible.


“He was closer to me than my goddamn brother. He was so private. He never let on about his problems; he never bragged on his triumphs. But he talked to me. And he was the one I talked to. We were each other’s only confidants.”


Tears rolled down Cotes’s face and Allison, who had tried to keep herself together all day, found his grief catching. He put his head down on the table between them and began to sob. She hadn’t heard a man cry like that since her father, Sam, wept when her mother died. It was her first memory. She was two. Sam had been dead for over ten years, murdered by a burglar. Now, exhausted and confronting Rosey’s death for the first time all day, the anguish of Sam’s death overwhelmed her.


She was crying softly when Cotes raised his head and began to howl like some wounded animal.


Then he began to sing, quietly at first, almost whispering, until finally he was belting out “Amazing Grace” in a beautiful baritone.


Allison listened, tears streaming down her face. Once she had allowed herself to start she couldn’t stop.


When he finished, they were both so drained that there were no tears left. She closed her eyes, hoping that Cotes would let her sleep. She was drifting away when he called her name.


“I just want you to know that I know everything,” he said abruptly.


“What do you mean?” She was still half asleep and confused.


“I know about Sadie and Desmond Shaw.”


“Sadie and Des?”


She was awake now. She knew very well what he meant. She waited to let him tell her. An old reporter’s trick. He might not know everything. Or he might know more than she did.


“Rosey told me. It damn near killed him.”


Allison just stared at him. Why did it still hurt as though it had happened yesterday and not two years ago?


“Sonny, I know that Sadie and Des had an affair. I know you found out about it and broke up with him. That’s why you requested a foreign assignment. Sadie told Rosey everything when she ended it with Des before the convention. I could have strangled her for it. I still don’t see how she could have done it. Christ. The risk. The humiliation for Rosey if it had gotten out. The First Lady fucking the bureau chief of the Weekly. Bitch. That’s what I called her to Rosey’s face. Bitch. It was the only time he’s ever been really mad at me. Gentleman to the end, he blamed himself. But she was. She was a goddamn bitch.”


Allison closed her eyes again.


“Cotes,” she said, “I really don’t want to talk about it. Please.”


“You’re still in love with that bastard, aren’t you?”


“I hate his guts.”


“It’s worse than I thought.”


She didn’t respond.


“What about Julian?”


“I care deeply about Julian.”


“That’s the kiss of death. Well, I can’t say I’m pained to hear it. He’s managed to knock off every great piece of ass in London. In fact, you’re the only woman who’s given him any trouble at all. The elusive Miss Allison Sterling.”


“If I fell in love with him he’d lose interest in me in a minute.”


Despite herself, Cotes had drawn her into the conversation.


“So what are you saving yourself for? You’re not getting any younger.”


Cotes’s tone had suddenly changed and she stiffened slightly.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Well, I mean you’re forty years old. You’re a very beautiful woman. I can’t imagine any man not wanting you. Time’s running out if you want to have babies.”


“That’s my problem, Cotes.”


She was just tired enough and had had enough to drink that she didn’t feel like being diplomatic.


“Well, I might be able to help you out.”


“Cotes, what the hell are you talking about?”


“I’d like to throw my hat in the ring, Sonny. I’m just drunk enough and just pitiful enough tonight to have the courage to ask you.”


“Oh God,” she said and buried her face in her hands.


“I probably didn’t say it right. I mean, I know this isn’t the best timing, it’s just that I’ve admired you for so long, but I thought you were in love with Julian so I didn’t, then tonight when you… I just wondered… oh, shut up, Tennant. You’re making an ass out of yourself. Forget I said anything. It’s just the booze talking. I don’t know. Sometimes I get so goddamned lonely. God, I get lonely. And now… now Rosey’s dead. My buddy, my friend is dead.”


He put his head down on the table. Allison reached over and put her hand on the top of his head, stroking it gently.


He was asleep in seconds. She leaned her head back and immediately fell asleep as well.


The steward didn’t wake them until the plane was landing. They avoided each other’s glance as they took turns going to the bathroom to freshen up. Cotes disappeared up to the cockpit to chat with the pilots until they were on the ground.


The White House had sent a car to meet Cotes. Allison accepted a ride, insisting that she sit in front while a staffer briefed Cotes. They dropped him at the White House first.


“Goodbye, Allison. I’ll probably see you tomorrow,” he said, matter-of-factly, as he got out. “Thank you for coming with me.”


Once she had checked into her room at the Jefferson Hotel, a block from the Daily, she called the desk. It was after ten.


Unfortunately Muchnick was still there.


“So, did you get a story?”


“There was no story, but…”


“Great. That nonstory probably will cost us a cool five thousand bucks. Well, how was the food?”


“I’m going to bed. It’s been a long day. I’ll see you in the morning.”


“Yeah, well, don’t be late. We’ve got a funeral to cover.”


“So I’m told.”
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Willie woke her up, bounding into her room and jumping up onto the bed. She could feel his warm breath on her cheek, his pudgy fingers around her neck. It was his usual morning ritual. Released by his nanny to attack them he would come wake them up, sometimes earlier than they had hoped. Still half asleep, she wound her arms around his body.


“Ummmm,” she said, burrowing her face into the sweet folds of his neck. “I’m gon’ get me some sugar.” She began to kiss him until he giggled with delight. She squeezed him even tighter and began to rock back and forth with him from side to side.


“Where’s my daddy?” he asked suddenly.


She felt a shock as she realized she had forgotten. She had been sound asleep when he came in.


Rosey was dead. There was no daddy. Their world was shattered. She let go of Willie, helpless in front of this two-year-old child. A numbness began to creep up her body. She hadn’t read the books that tell you what to say.


“Mommy, where’s my daddy?”


He gestured to the empty side of the bed. Queen-size. Rosey hated king-size.


“I like to hold on to you,” he had said. “You get lost in a king-size bed.”


She looked over at the fresh pillow, undented; the sheets neat and tucked in. Willie was right. He wasn’t there. She touched his pillow just to make sure it wasn’t an illusion. Acceptance hadn’t really taken hold yet.


Willie was watching her as she moved her hand along the pillow, as though she saw something he could not. As though it were some sort of magic trick where his daddy would come leaping out from behind the pillow.


“Wheeeeeeeeeeere’s Daddy?” squealed Willie with pleasure and pounced on the pillow, picking it up and looking underneath. But nobody said, “There he is!” and popped out.


Willie, undaunted, tried again. “Wheeeeeeeeeeere’s Daddy?” Sadie buried her face in her hands.


Willie quieted down. He put his hand on her arm and said softly, “Mommy?”


“Mommy’s very sad, Willie.”


Willie put his arms around her.


She really believed that he understood, because he didn’t let her go for the longest time.


Then he asked again. “Where’s my daddy?”


“Daddy’s gone to heaven.”


“What’s heaven?”


“It’s a beautiful place where everybody’s very happy. And Daddy can sit in a big chair and watch over us. He can protect us in heaven and make sure everything is okay. He’s watching us right now, and he wants us to be happy, too.” She could barely speak.


“Do they have candy there?”


“Yes, lots of candy and everything.”


“I want to go there, too.”


“So do I, my precious. So do I.”





There were so many things to think about. So many things to do, to plan. She had never really thought that Rosey might die despite the premonition. They’d never even discussed it. He’d left everything to her to be divided among the three children. He’d told her that once. That was the extent of their talks about death. He never said where he wanted to be buried. What kind of funeral. It never occurred to either one of them that he would die so soon. That was probably unrealistic, his being President. What did they think all those Secret Service had been for? They were there because there were people who wanted to kill the President. But there was something invincible about Rosey, some inherent belief he had about himself that he imparted to others. Maybe it was his upper-class background, his WASP mentality. They wouldn’t dare.


Rosey hadn’t even been dead 24 hours.


Now, here she was sitting in her little office on the second floor of the White House besieged with questions, requests, demands, other people’s needs, and almost worse, sympathy. The sympathy was what was so debilitating. She could function all right until she saw someone looking at her with sympathy. Then she would respond appropriately by becoming pitiful.


She hated the way Jenny was looking at her. Her eyebrows would knit together in a solemn way every time she glanced at Sadie, every time she said, “How are you?”


“Damn it, Jenny, stop looking at me that way. I’m okay until you look at me like that. You’re not helping me any. And for God’s sake stop asking me how I am. You know how I am.”


Jenny looked stricken.


“I’m sad, Jen. I’m very, very sad.” The tears began to come. She couldn’t stop them any more than she could stop breathing. They were streaking down her cheeks.


“My husband is dead. My husband, whom I loved and whom I betrayed. My husband, who was the father of my children”—she stopped in midsentence and sucked in her breath—Rosey was the father of two of her children. She buried her face in her hands. “Oh my God, my God,” she said. “What kind of pain I must have caused him. I can’t bear it, Jenny. I just can’t bear it.”


She was talking to herself now, oblivious of Jenny’s presence.


“Oh Rosey, please don’t be dead. Please don’t leave now. You have to forgive me. I wanted to make it up to you. How can I ever make you understand? I can’t live with this kind of grief. I can’t do it.”


Jenny got up and put her arms around Sadie, holding her, rocking her, the two of them swaying in unison to the sounds of their sobs.


“What am I going to do? How can I go through with this?” she asked softly. “I can’t control myself. The whole world is going to be staring at me. And I can’t stop crying. I’ve got to be controlled and I can’t. I’ll shame my husband and my country and myself…. Can’t we say I’ve had a stroke. The shock of it has been too much. They can do it without me. That would be better than having the President’s widow hysterical and flinging her body on the coffin. Nobody would want that, would they?”


Jenny said nothing. It was better just to let her talk.


“Jenny, I’m not kidding. I’m about to become one of the great national embarrassments in the history of this country. You know how I am anyway. I cry at the drop of a hat. I cry at insurance company commercials. I’ve always marveled at those women who can go to their husbands’ funerals and remain stoic throughout the whole ceremony. Stiff upper lip. Head held high. And afterward everybody says, Oh, wasn’t she wonderful, wasn’t she incredible. So brave. So courageous. So dignified.’ Well, not me. Forget it. I’m simply not capable of it. I’m already a basket case. You know what they’ll say about me? ‘Could you believe her? What an incredibly bad scene. Really, it was inexcusable. You’d think she’d be able to control herself for a few hours, in front of the whole world. She has a position to uphold. She’s not representing herself, she’s representing the country. Class tells. It’s lucky the President isn’t alive to see this humiliating display of emotion. Grotesque is the only word for it.’ ”


Jenny still said nothing. She could see that Sadie was working herself up into a frenzy and she felt helpless to do anything about it. Sadie had created such a devastating scenario that even Jenny was becoming apprehensive. She had seen Sadie when she was obsessed before, and she worried that she might not be able to calm her down.


“I can’t do it, Jenny. You better tell them now so they can plan for my not being there. We’ll have to think of some really legitimate excuse.”


“Sadie,” said Jenny gently. “You know you’re going to have to go to the funeral….”


“Jenny, don’t you understand? It’s not that I don’t want to. I want nothing more than to be there, to honor my husband before the world. But I’m not capable of it. I would only dishonor him. I can’t do that to him…. Not again.”


“Sadie, why don’t I go get Cotes? He’s out there with Manolas and Harry Saks. They’re desperate to see you. They’ve got to start going over the plans. It’s Sunday evening already. The funeral is Wednesday; tomorrow you’ve got all the memorial services in the East Room. You haven’t even decided yet whether Rosey should be buried in Arlington or Richmond. Your parents want to talk to you; Rosey’s parents want to talk to you. Your children need you. Outland and Annie Laurie are wandering around like lost souls. Annie Laurie is a basket case. The baby is the only one who’s fine. Willie thinks it’s like somebody’s birthday party.”


Sadie started to smile, then felt herself losing control again.


“Everything makes me cry now, Jenny. You see.”


“I’ll go get Cotes.”


“Jenny?”


“You’ve got to convince them that I can’t do it. I’m dead serious. There’s just no way I’m going to be able to hold it together. If I have to I’ll drug myself so I really am incapacitated. I’m just too sad, Jenny. I’m just too sad.”


She leaped up from her chair when she saw him and flung her arms around his neck as if he might disappear.


“Cotes, thank God you’re here.”


“Oh Sadie, I’m so sorry,” he said, embracing her. They stood there in the middle of the room, holding on to each other.


“Lordy, lordy, I’m not doing too well either, now am I? I’m supposed to be here to console you and look at me.” He tried to smile as he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.


She took his arm and sat him down on the sofa next to her, putting her head on his shoulder. He took her hand and stroked it. The two of them sat there for a long time in silence.


“Miss Sadiebelle. What can I do? How can I help?”


“Get me out of this, Cotes. I can’t go through it. I know I won’t be able to control myself. It will be too humiliating.”


“Just let me tell you one thing, darlin’. You can do it and you will. You’re a strong woman, Sadie. Hell, you’re a lot stronger than I am and I went through it with Mary Louise. Granted, I didn’t have to do it in front of millions of people, but honestly, Sadie, it doesn’t make it any easier to grieve in private. The pain is still there… and the guilt.”


She winced when he said that. She turned to him and looked him in the face for the first time.


“He told you?”


“Jesus, Sadie. He had to talk to somebody. Just because he was President of the United States didn’t mean he wasn’t suffering. And he was scared. Scared somebody might find out. He had to worry about damage control. We got awful close in those last months before Mary Louise died. I told him everything. I really bared my soul. He did, too.”


“How can you not hate me then?”


“I did. I did for a long time. I still get angry. I couldn’t bloody well believe it. Not only the personal pain you caused him but the political jeopardy. But goddammit, Sadie. Who am I to criticize anybody? I did the same thing. Then I had to contend with the guilt. If I had it, you’ve got it in spades. But if he forgave you, I can, too.”


Cotes stood and looked down at her. His face was flushed with conviction.


Sadie smiled in spite of herself. He looked like the Southern Episcopal High School graduate he was.


“Oh Cotes, thank you for that. I couldn’t stand it if you hated me now. I need you. If I’m going to go through with this I’m going to need you.”


“You’re going to go through with this, Sadie. You have no choice and you know it.”


Her lack of response was an acknowledgment.


“There are a lot of people who are going to need you now, Sadiebelle. Your chillen. Especially Annie Laurie. She’s been queen of the hill at Sweetbriar and in Richmond. She was her daddy’s little darlin’. She had a real special relationship with Rosey. I know you and Annie Laurie have always had your problems. But she is devastated by this; she’s going to need her mama. Outland’s being very brave. He feels he’s the man of the family now and he’s going to have to take care of you. That puts a lot of pressure on him. He told me this afternoon he was thinking of not going back to Stanford and staying here so you wouldn’t be lonely. There’s going to be a lot of attention focused on those two kids. And they are still kids. We forget that once they’re grown and out of the house, off to school. But no two teenagers will ever have the responsibility to carry themselves with dignity the way your two will in the next few days. You are going to have to set an example for them. Nobody else can do it.”


He paused. She was taking it all in. Still saying nothing.


“I don’t mean to be harsh on you, Sadie. I’m just trying to be realistic. You are the President’s wife.”


She looked up at him quickly.


“Widow.”


She glanced down at her hands. She had begun twisting the ring Rosey had meant for her on her birthday. She kept staring at it, twisting it back and forth until the skin underneath was raw.


“Sadie, say something. I’m just shooting off my mouth and you’re just sitting there. What are you thinking?”


“You’re not going to approve. Jenny’s not going to approve,” she said quietly.


“Well, what is it for Christ’s sake? I told you I’ll do anything to help you. And you’re going to have to do whatever it takes to get you through this. What do you want?”


She hesitated for a moment, still pulling at her ring. Then she looked up at Cotes, standing in front of the sofa. Her eyes were clear and direct and when she spoke, her voice determined.


“I want to see Des.”





She hadn’t slept all night. The doctor had given her a tranquilizer but instead of putting her to sleep it had hyped her up. She always had had a weird reaction to drugs. They seemed to have the opposite effect. Valium made her nervous, jumpy. When she did begin to doze, dreams invaded her sleep. For some odd reason she dreamt of Allison Sterling. She hadn’t thought of her for a long time. There was no reason to. She knew Allison had gone to London. She saw her byline often enough in the Daily. Jenny had told her Allison and Des were finished.


She had managed to put the whole thing with Des out of her head for the past few years. She had tried to be a good wife to Rosey. She had succeeded. She loved Rosey. She had never stopped loving him, which was one reason the whole thing had been so complicated. Even now she wasn’t sure if she had ever really been in love with Des. She had been tremendously attracted to him. He had been an obsession. It was as if it had been beyond her control. But she never really trusted him. Or trusted his love. The specter of Allison had always been there, even though he had denied it.


There had never been any doubt with Rosey. He adored her. She was his life. After she had stopped seeing Des, Rosey’s love for her had been so comforting that her own feelings for him had deepened more than she had ever expected.


She had learned a powerful lesson about marriage: You could never have everything in one person. She had known she would never be totally sexually satisfied by Rosey. But she had gotten so much more of value from him that it was an acceptable trade-off. In the end, she had to admit that even though sex was important to her it was not as important as security. Something her relationship with Des was lacking in spades. If she could get along better with Annie Laurie, if they could be friends, she would try to tell her about marriage. Nobody ever tells young brides what to expect. Nobody ever tells you how much pain and compromise and anger and disappointment there is in even the happiest marriage. When she became attracted to Des she didn’t know what it meant. She didn’t know how you were expected to know whether your own marriage was finished or not. What were the signs that a marriage was over, that it was time to pack it in? How could you tell whether you were just going through a rough patch, as all marriages do?


Now that it was too late, she realized that she had misread the signs. She had mistaken her infatuation with Des for real love when in fact it was just that, infatuation. Granted she had been under a lot of stress. Roger Kimball, the President, had suffered a stroke and had to step down. Rosey was thrust into the presidency after only three years in Washington.


Becoming a prisoner in a fishbowl had been too much for her. She had lost herself. Des had helped her find herself and her identity. He had encouraged her to write again, get her own office, be her own person. He had saved her. It was almost like having an affair with your shrink. But when it had come to a choice of leaving Rosey, she had backed down. The idea of leaving Rosey was too terrifying. When she was honest with herself she knew why. Des wanted her to stand on her own. She had never been on her own in her life. She had always had a man to take care of her. She always would. She couldn’t survive without one. Rosey had taken care of her, protected her, provided for her. It was primitive, perhaps, but there it was. Her affair with Des had been instructive in one sense. It had shown her her needs. Des didn’t, wouldn’t, couldn’t fulfill them. Rosey had.


Now here she was without him. The realization as she tossed and turned in her empty bed in the White House suddenly overwhelmed her.


Goddamn Rosey for dying. For getting killed. It was his fault. The Secret Service never wanted him to go outside at Lorraine’s house in the first place. She knew because she had overheard a conversation at the hospital. They had warned Lorraine and told him not to go out in the garden. He did it anyway. He obviously didn’t care about her or Willie or the other children either. To deliberately risk his life that way. It was so irresponsible. Every President knows you have to be careful. You’re just a sitting duck. Why did he do it? Just to look at some stupid garden. Probably just to show off to Lorraine that he knew a lot about flowers. Suddenly she was consumed with rage at her husband. Her fingernails were digging into her palms and her jaw was so tight she felt as if her teeth would break. Goddamn him. She hated him at this moment more than she had ever hated anyone in her life. Because of him she would have to be put through this horrible public spectacle. Alone. But maybe not. The hell with Rosey.


There was one person who could give her the emotional strength to get through it all. And not just the funeral either. The next few days, weeks, months, maybe even years. Willie’s father: Des. He didn’t know he was Willie’s father. She would have to tell him. He would be more reliable now. He would have to be because of Willie. He wouldn’t expect her to be so independent now. She was the President’s widow. Just because Rosey was dead didn’t mean she was a different person. She was still the same woman with the same needs. She needed a man and Des was the only candidate. She wasn’t even thinking about sex now. She was thinking about her emotional and psychological state. When she asked to see Des she hadn’t thought of resuming a relationship with him. She had needed to cleanse herself of her guilt. To make her confession. He was Catholic. He would understand. He was the only person who could rid her of that horrible pain. He could not only help her with her guilt, he could get her through this.


Toward dawn Sadie fell asleep, exhausted. She was also relieved. Just the idea of having Des to call on, if nothing else, gave her a sense of security. As it was, she felt as though she were drowning. Des might be a life raft with a hole in it, but it was better than nothing.





The first service in the East Room for family and close friends was at 11:00 A.M. The rest of the day was given over to other ceremonies for members of Congress and diplomats, then the press corps. She wished Des were coming, but she didn’t dare ask him. Nobody would understand, and Cotes wouldn’t have let her anyway. She would have to rely on Cotes for the ceremony.


She looked at her face in the mirror and was horrified at what she saw. She was pale and drawn, her face drained of all color. She thought she looked at least fifty years old. Tiny lines were beginning to show around her eyes. The only good thing was that she hadn’t eaten anything in the last two days so she looked a bit thinner. Rosey liked them tall and slim. She always accused him of liking those overbred, horsey, Foxcroft, Virginia, hunt-country women with long legs and no sense of humor. He was delighted when he thought she might, after all, be a little jealous.


But Rosey was dead. Why was she thinking about what Rosey liked? He had died and left her alone. It didn’t matter what Rosey had liked. Damn him. She was by herself. Now she could do as she pleased.


She wondered whether she should add a little color to her cheeks, then decided not to. Let them see her pain.


There was a knock on the door and Cotes came in, looking quite upset and flustered.


“Christ, Sadie,” he said. “We forgot to invite the President to any of the memorial services in the East Room today.”


The President. He said the word and she flinched. Rosey was dead. He wasn’t the President anymore. She wasn’t the First Lady anymore either. The White House wasn’t her home. She had no home.


“Don’t you think we ought to invite the Osgoods to the family service. Roger Kimball is coming. I think it would be a nice gesture.”


“I’m not having those people at the family service,” she said. There was a finality to her voice that left Cotes speechless.


“They’re not friends of ours. Rosey only picked him to balance the ticket because he was a liberal Democrat. I can’t stand her. I can’t stand the way she talks, that ridiculous platinum beehive, the ankle bracelet, all those country-western songs she sings every time anybody blinks at her, the low-cut tight dresses. She looks like a hooker for God’s sake… and he’s vulgar and uncouth.”


She didn’t know why she had exploded about the Osgoods. She didn’t hate Blanche at all. She thought she was tacky but she sort of felt sorry for her. It was Freddy she wasn’t crazy about.


Her anger at Rosey was pouring out of her and everyone was suffering because of it, even her children.


“I’m sorry, Cotes. It’s just that, I don’t know. It’s too soon. It’s too hard. Can’t they go to the congressional service later? I need just one private family moment for myself before it all goes public. They’re not my family. They’re not close friends. They’re political. It isn’t fitting. I’ll do it all according to protocol after this morning. But I need this morning, please.”


“I’ll tell the President myself.”


He started to walk out of the room, then turned to her.


“Sadiebelle,” he said.


“Yes?”


“I hate to tell you this, but you have a run in your stocking.”


She glanced down at her black stocking and saw the dreaded white line running up the side of her leg. Her face began to crumple. Without warning she felt herself going to pieces. She started to cry, burying her face in her hands.


“Oh my God, Des, what am I going to do? I don’t have another pair. I never wear black stockings. I don’t own any. I have three more days of this and no black stockings. I can’t bear it.”


She was sobbing so hard that Cotes could hardly understand her. He walked over and put his arms around her, rocking her back and forth until she quieted.


“It’s all right. It’s okay. I’ll send somebody to get you a dozen pairs right now. Don’t worry. We’ll take care of it. It’ll be just fine.”


Finally she pulled away.


“I’m sorry again,” she said. “I really am a basket case, aren’t I?”


He looked down at her and smiled sympathetically.


“Sadie,” he said, almost apologetically.


“Yes?”


“My name is Cotes.”
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What struck Allison when she walked in was how silent the newsroom was. It was 5:00 P.M., closing in on deadline, a time when the entire paper is normally in a frenzy. Yet there was an eerie hush, broken only by the occasional sound of a ringing telephone.


She found herself almost tiptoeing across the room to the managing editor’s office. She knew protocol demanded that she see the executive editor, Alan Warburg, first, but Walt Fineman was her friend. She walked with such determination that the colleagues she passed barely had time to nod to her. She would see them later. She needed Walt right now.


When he saw her he leaped up from his desk and ran toward her taking her in his arms and crushing her till she could barely breathe. She could hear him stifle a sob.


“I’m sorry,” he said finally, letting her go. He wiped his eyes, then put his arm around her and led her to the sofa. She found herself losing control and bit down on her lip to stop it. Not in the newsroom.


“It’s okay, Sonny. Everybody’s doing it,” he said.


“What happened, Walt? Jesus, what happened?”


“We don’t know any more than we did last night. Some nut case. A Vietnam vet who used to be with White House communications. Got fired for his drug problem and wanted to punish the President. Tapped into their private phone line, monitored their activities. Rented an apartment behind Lorraine’s house and wasted him on Sadie’s birthday.”


“It can’t be that simple.”


“We think it is. But the conspiracy theorists are still crawling out of the fucking woodwork. The usual liberal media stuff. Don’t want to look too closely because the assassin was antiwar, anti-Vietnam.”


She hesitated before she asked the next question. Trying to be as casual as she could.


“How’s Sadie taking it?”


Walt looked at her carefully, then looked down. She wondered if he knew.


“Hard. She’s pretty broken up, actually. I’ve talked to Jenny a couple of times. Funny, I never really thought the Greys had that great a relationship.”


“Wonder what Jenny’s going to do now?” She wanted to change the subject.


“I’m afraid she’s going to ask for her old job back on the national staff.”


“What will you do?”


“You can’t go home again, Sonny. Not after you’ve been the First Lady’s press secretary. You’re tainted.”


“They do it all the time at the New York World.” She was halfhearted about her old best friend.


“Yeah, and look what happens. The revolving-door policy just doesn’t work very well. Their allegiances are confused. She ought to go into PR.”


Allison shivered. That was the kiss of death for a true journalist.


They were silent for a moment. It only made the silence of the newsroom more noticeable.


“I can’t believe how quiet it is,” she said.


“It’s been like this. And everybody’s being so nice. Even Muchnick sent out for coffee and sandwiches.”


“Sterling, you’re back!” Alan Warburg said as he walked into Walt’s office.


Allison, guilty, jumped up from the sofa.


“Alan, I was just coming in to see you.”


“Sure, sure. I get no respect around here.”


Normally brittle and tense, the executive editor seemed gentler than Allison had ever seen him. She put out her hand to shake his, but as he grabbed it he embraced her with his free arm. The hug brought tears to her eyes, as it did to his.


“It’s a bitch, huh?” he said.


“Oh Alan, it’s just so horrible.”


“Well,” he said stiffening, “we’ve got to get on with the show. What are you up to, Sonny? Muchnick tells me you flew over with Tennant. He’s one of the pallbearers. Did you get anything?”


“Background. Nothing for a story. He’s pretty broken up, too. Muchnick will probably take my head off.”


“Not today. He’s a pussy cat. What about your godfather? Surely he’ll be here. All the former Presidents are coming. We don’t have a confirm on him though. It’ll be hard for him in that wheelchair.”


“Jesus, I forgot to call him. I’ll do that right now. Aunt Molly just had heart surgery so she won’t be coming.”


“Well, you obviously need to keep an eye on the Brits. But I think you’d be more valuable to us at the White House right now. You know all the players. Are you and Cotes Tennant pretty tight?”


“I think he’ll keep me informed.” There was something about Alan’s question that seemed a little too personal. Maybe it was her imagination. She hadn’t had much sleep lately and wasn’t going to get much in the next few days either.


“Good. Well, you’d better get over there. We’re almost on deadline.”


“I need to make a quick pass through the newsroom to check in and get a fill. Then I’ll call Uncle Rog. Then I’ll go over to the White House.”


She was talking to Walt as Alan walked out of the office.


“Sonny,” said Walt.


“Yes?”


“Des will be there.”





The White House press room had changed since she’d been away. Gone were the filthy suede sofas and chairs that had been at least comfortable and where the regulars had hung out. They had been replaced with blue folding theater chairs with the names of the major papers and networks marked on them. They were lined up to face the dais.


The place was packed. It was hot and humid and smelled of too many damp bodies. The unusually dry July Washington weather that had allowed Lorraine to have cocktails outside had reverted to the familiar swamplike mugginess that was summer in the nation’s capital. There were so many people coming in and out of the press room that somebody had just propped the door open so the overworked air-conditioning was hardly cooling the room at all. People were sprawled in the theater chairs, cameramen were dozing on the raised platform at the end of the room where their equipment was set up, ready for the occasional announcements, bulletins, and briefings. In contrast to the Daily’s newsroom the noise was deafening. Reporters shouting at press aides, cameramen and technicians shouting at each other, people yelling at editors on the telephones, everyone’s tempers frayed trying to get the story and get it out. In the back, where some of the major papers had their cubicles and the networks had their mini-booths, the place was also in chaos. It was 6:00 P.M., deadline for the news broadcasts, too. The door to the tiny ladies’ room was locked. One of the TV reporters had holed up inside to do her hair and makeup in time for the broadcast. Several women were pounding on it in outrage, telling her to get out. In the small room beyond, where the food machines were squeezed in between extra camera equipment, there were empty coffee cups, candy wrappers, and plastic bags strewn around on the few tables and on the floor. If one didn’t know the President had been assassinated the day before, there was certainly no evidence of it here.


Even though she had had dinner on the plane, Allison was suddenly hungry, and she also realized that she was beginning to have a hangover. There was hardly anything left to eat in the food machines. A bruised apple and a bag of pork rinds. She put her money in the machine and stood for a moment, unable to make a decision. She knew she should have the apple but she really wanted…


“Oh, go ahead. Have the pork rinds.”


There it was. That sensation in her gut just hearing his voice. She had hoped it might be gone. She didn’t want to look at him, afraid of what she would see, would feel.


She pressed the knob for the apple and it fell into the bin in front of her.


She picked it up, polished it against her skirt, held it up as if to take a bite, and turned to look at him triumphantly.


“That’s my girl.” It was his dazzling grin that got her.


“Bastard.”


“And they’re off…”


Before she could respond they both noticed people rushing from their cubicles in the back up to the front room where George Manolas, the President’s press secretary, had appeared at the lectern for an announcement.


They both stopped what they were doing, ran into the front room, took places standing against the wall since the Daily and the Weekly seats were taken by the correspondents who regularly covered the White House. They all took out their notebooks and waited.


Manolas stood quietly in front of the crowd as people found places. His eyes were red and swollen, his face grim, but he seemed relatively composed.


Looking at Manolas forced reality on everyone and the room became still, almost as if people had stopped breathing.


“As you know,” he said, clearing his throat, “the assassin was killed and we have no new information on him since we last spoke. The plans for the funeral are progressing. The President’s body…” his voice broke slightly. Several of the journalists wiped tears away as they tried to take notes. “… has been autopsied and has just been brought into the East Room to lie in state. I don’t need to tell you that today’s Fourth of July activities across the nation were canceled. The First Lady and the family are gathering in the family quarters where they will be dining alone tonight. We’ll be passing out schedules as plans are firmed up. But briefly, tomorrow, Monday, there will be services in the East Room for the family and close friends, then for members of Congress and the administration, then for members of the diplomatic corps. Tuesday the body will lie in state at the Capitol, and Wednesday is the funeral. Right now it has not been decided whether the President will be buried in his family plot in Richmond or at Arlington Cemetery. Any questions?”


The room erupted in shouts, everyone was on deadline now. Some were running for phones without even waiting for details.


“What’s the magazine doing?” Allison asked Des.


“We’re holding the issue until tomorrow. We have to go a day late. Those little fuckers on duty last night didn’t bother to show up for the pool with the President. There was no press there when he got shot, only a photographer. They really got caught with their pants down this time.”


“Are you serious?” She paused. “I don’t know why I sound so surprised. The magazines skip the pool all the time on weekends. They were bound to get caught sometime. But the President gets shot and there’s no pool, my God. What about the networks?”


“Nobody.”


She looked at Des in amazement. Amazement at her ability to compartmentalize. One minute she was weeping over the assassination of her friend, the President of the United States, the next her heart was pounding at seeing Des again after almost two years, the next she was a hard-core professional, oblivious to anything but THE STORY. Maybe that was what had been wrong with their relationship in the first place. Maybe that was why he had left her.


He was taking notes and she studied him almost clinically for several moments. Damn him, he looked better than he ever had. There was more gray, but it only served to soften his wavy black hair. Maybe a few more laugh lines around the eyes, but nothing diminished those long lashes and that insolent twinkle. He had a sexy mouth. Sensuous. And a strong jaw, good teeth. Her eyes moved down to his wrinkled navy linen blazer, loosened tie with… without a spot! That was an improvement. And could that bold striped shirt be an old British one she had given him? Somewhat frayed around the white collar but his one concession to decent dressing. His hands were her favorite thing about him. They were short and square and tanned. Very masculine. She didn’t have to see his body to remember it. Broad shoulders, a hairless muscular chest, and the greatest ass on any man she had ever seen.


He looked up from his notebook and caught her eye.


She blushed. She could have killed herself. Giving him the edge.


“Remembering what a great ass I have, Sterling?”


“Actually, I was remembering what a pain in the ass you were, Shaw.”


“Ah, how I’ve missed you, Sonny.”


They looked at each other directly for the first time. She couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not. He knew it, too. She just smiled an enigmatic smile.


“Des, I’ve got all I need and I’m walking back to the bureau, coming?


A tall, dark-haired, attractive young woman in her early thirties walked up to Des and spoke to him, completely ignoring Allison. Her tone was overly familiar, Allison thought. It was obvious that she had something going with him or thought she did.


“Julie Fensterer, Allison Sterling,” he said, stepping back a little, as though he expected the two of them to tear into each other.


Julie Fensterer stopped dead and turned to look at Allison. What Allison saw in her eyes was fear. Julie quickly checked Allison out and what she saw did not alleviate her apprehension.


“I’ve read you for years,” she said. “You’re the reason I decided to go to journalism school.”


Allison suddenly felt old, but she refused to respond to Julie’s subtle dig. Des looked relieved.


“Why don’t you go on ahead, Julie,” he said. “It’s going to be tight tonight. I’ll be along shortly.”


Julie flushed. She glanced at Allison, then back at Des, then reluctantly she said, “Fine,” stuffed her tape recorder in her bag and started out the door.


“What are your plans?” he asked Allison.


“I’ve got to talk to Manolas briefly, then I’m going across the street to Blair House to see Uncle Rog. Apparently he’s just arrived. I’ve promised Cotes Tennant I’d have a drink with him at the Hay Adams later.”


“You’re not filing?”


“I’ve already called in some stuff on the Brits for foreign. The Opinion section wants me to do a piece. I told them I’d think about it. I just don’t feel like writing anything, though. I’ve been away too long. And I feel so conflicted about Rosey in so many ways.”


“Tell me about it.”


His jaw hardened and his eyes welled up. She was afraid he was going to cry right there in the midst of all the pandemonium. She could feel herself start to break down. There were so many emotions to deal with between them. It was too much.


“I gotta get out of here,” he said. “I’m losing it.”


He turned and walked quickly out the door and up the walkway toward the gate. It was twilight, and though it was still uncomfortably hot and muggy it had cooled down in the time she had been in the press room. The TV crews were still standing in front of the White House doing their standups. Allison followed Des almost to the gate before they were alone again.


“Des?”


“I’d like to see you, Sonny.”


He wasn’t kidding this time.


“What’s your schedule?”


“Call me when you’ve finished with Tennant. I’ll be at the bureau all night. Maybe we can get together for a drink then?”


It wasn’t a command. Still, she hesitated. Even after all this time, just having a drink with him would be putting in for more pain than she needed. She could see that already.


“I don’t know, I…”


“Please.”


“Okay.”


He squeezed her arm. His eyes were still filled with tears as he turned and walked away.





The bar at the Hay Adams Hotel, across Lafayette Square from the White House, was packed. Even so you could have heard a pin drop. People sat in corner banquettes, on sofas and chairs in small clusters whispering to each other as they might have done in a funeral home. There was no one to disturb, but it didn’t seem to matter. The bar was a fitting room to mourn. In faux olde English, with dark wood paneling, antlers, tapestries, and heavy paisleys, it lacked only suits of armor for the final touch. A pianist normally serenaded the guests, but there was none this Sunday summer Fourth of July.


Allison was seated in a corner by the fireplace. Cotes hadn’t arrived yet so she ordered a light beer.


Her visit with Uncle Roger at Blair House, where all the former Presidents were staying, had depressed her. As if she wasn’t depressed enough already. He was still in terrible shape nearly four years after the stroke that had forced him to turn the presidency over to Rosey. His left arm and leg were still partially paralyzed and he spoke with a slight slur. She had had a quick bite with him but he had tired so easily, she decided to leave him so he could get a good night’s sleep. Rosey’s death had hit him very hard. He had broken down more than once while they talked, finally pushing his tray aside, unable to eat. He had been asked by Sadie to join the family for the first service in the East Room and he had insisted that Allison come along for moral support.


He had an attendant who had traveled with him from Colorado, but she could see he needed more than that. Allison had reluctantly agreed to be there though she wasn’t at all sure how Sadie would feel about it.


This was the first time she had ever worried about Sadie’s feelings, though she realized Sadie must have suffered a great deal in the last few years. Only now could Allison really sympathize with the enormity of the guilt and grief that Sadie must be experiencing. She didn’t want to make it any more difficult for her. The next few days, trying to deal with all that in front of the whole world, would be more than anyone should have to go through. She had no desire to add to it. Yet she couldn’t let Uncle Roger go through it alone either. She was genuinely worried that he might not be able to handle it. Tomorrow would be a difficult day for everyone.


Cotes found her at once and collapsed next to her on the banquette. He put an arm around her and buried his head on her shoulder. At first she thought he was making a pass at her and she tried with some embarrassment to pull away. Several people looked at them disapprovingly and she was about to say something when she realized that he was weeping.


“I’m sorry, Sonny. I know I’m a basket case. I can’t help it. I’ve just come from Sadie. My God, it’s so goddamned sad. So sad.”


Allison’s emotions were already on edge and Cotes’s sorrow didn’t help any. She could feel the tears sliding down her cheeks, and she noticed that once people saw that Cotes was crying they began to take out their handkerchiefs, too. Several people noisily broke down. Everyone was raw. It was exhausting, this kind of emotion. And there were days more of it to come.


Allison wanted to ask about Sadie but she didn’t dare. She wanted to know and she didn’t. But Cotes was ready to talk. He had already confided to her on the plane. Now it didn’t even seem to be indiscreet.


“She wanted to talk about what happened with Des. That’s all she wanted to talk about,” said Cotes. Allison caught her breath.


“It was as if she needed the expiation. She talked about how much she had hurt Rosey and how hard she had tried to make it up to him. She was so damned pitiful, Sonny. I’ve just hardly ever seen anybody in so much pain. She asked me over and over if I thought Rosey believed that she was sorry for what she had done, if he knew at the end that she really loved him.”


“Did she?” She couldn’t help herself.


He thought about it for a minute. “Lord only knows,” he said finally. “I think she did love him. I think she truly cared for the guy. But if I had to put money on it I’d say she’s still in love with Des. Which is what is tearing her up inside.”


Allison felt engulfed in fear. For the past few years she had put Des out of her mind, as if he had never existed. But she knew Des was the reason she hadn’t been able to fall in love with Julian—or anyone else for that matter. She hadn’t even sorted out her feelings for him in the last few hours except to know that she was extremely agitated.


She didn’t want to see him later, but she seemed not to be in control of her own will. She had to see him. Things had been so unresolved when she left for London. When she had found out about him and Sadie that was it. There was no official breaking up or parting of the ways. They never even said goodbye. But they had loved each other too long and too deeply. She knew why she had agreed to see him now. If nothing else, she needed to tell him goodbye.


Seeing him this evening had confused her. Knowing now, as she had suspected all along, that Sadie still loved him, confused her even more. Part of her wanted to forget him and go back to London. But she was also a competitor; she didn’t want to lose.


“She wants to see him, Sonny.”


She thought she was going to faint. How could she possibly go up against the beautiful bereaved widow of the President, especially when Des had loved her?


“Cotes, I suddenly feel very tired and a little bit sick. I think it was all that booze on the plane. I’ve got to get some sleep or I’m not going to make it. Do you mind? I can walk back to the Jefferson.”


“Miss Sterling?”


A waiter was standing in front of her with a telephone. Without thinking she took it.


“Sonny?”


“Yes.”


“I can get away for a while now. I’m really starving. I’ll pick you up in front of the Hay Adams in about twenty minutes if that’s all right.”


He was being so uncharacteristically polite.


“That’s fine.”


“Great. See you then.”


“Goodbye.”


Why had she agreed to see him? She was exhausted. Not in control. She was a mess. This was a terrible mistake.


“The office?”


“Yes. I’m afraid I’m going to have to go back before I go to the hotel.”


“I’ll walk you over.”


“Don’t be silly. Aren’t you staying here?”


“Yes, but…”


“I’ll take a cab if that will make you feel better, but I’m not going to let you walk me over there. You’re just as exhausted as I am. Just go to bed.”


“Okay, but let me put you in a cab.”


“Cotes, I appreciate your chivalry, but I’m a grown woman. I have traveled all over the world by myself and I can get my own taxi for God’s sake.”


“Okay. Then you can walk me to my room.”


She burst out laughing in spite of herself.


“You jerk. Let’s get out of here.”


He paid the bill. She didn’t fight him. They walked to the elevator.


“Are you going to write anything, Sonny?”


“I don’t know yet. They want me to. I just don’t know. It may be too complicated. Too hard.”


“Do me one favor?”


“What?”


“Whatever you write, no crap, no maudlin crap. Okay?”


“I promise. Goodnight, Cotes. See you at the White House.”





She had time to go to the ladies room and do something about her face. She was shocked at what she saw. The lights were too harsh and every tiny line was emphasized. They all seemed to point downward, giving her normally slim face a heavy, dour look. What was left of her mascara was slightly smudged under her eyes from too many tears and she had chewed off most of her lipstick. She wet a tissue and wiped her eyes, then powdered over her face. In the light it looked as if she was wearing a Kabuki mask. She gargled, squirted some breath spray, put on fresh lipstick, and teased her hair with a brush. Counteract the downward trend of her face with an uplift. Create an optical illusion. Who could tell? Julie “I went to journalism school because of you” Fensterer could tell. That’s who.


She glanced at her watch, grabbed her purse, and ran up the stairs to the lobby, trying to straighten out her black cotton knit skirt as she went.


Des was just pulling into the driveway when she came out the door.


He was smiling. Why was it her instinct to wipe that smile off his face? It wasn’t just now. It had always been that way. There had always been an inherent anger in her about him, through their entire relationship. He would approach her with a happy-go-lucky attitude and she would be, deep down inside, mad. Just mad. There was something about him that just pissed her off. Maybe the fact that he was always so optimistic about their relationship. That he never expected to work at it. That he didn’t give it the time and energy she did. Maybe… None of it made sense. Seeing him smile now, tentative though this smile was, reminded her again of her anger. It wasn’t just Sadie either. It had been long before Sadie. God knows she had spent enough hours with Rachel trying to figure it out. Yet all that shrinking hadn’t helped. Could it be that women were just always genetically angry at men? That was too pat. Yet Des had been right on some level when he periodically accused her of wanting to make him pay. Pay for what? For his very existence? She just didn’t know. So how could she explain it to him? Or stop being mad? She couldn’t. Poor son of a bitch, she thought as the doorman opened the car door for her. Or am I the one to feel sorry for?


He didn’t greet her when she got in. He didn’t have to. It was as if they had never been apart. Except that they didn’t kiss. Normally there would have been a perfunctory kiss on the lips—at least it would start out perfunctory. But what were they to do now? Shake hands? Better nothing.


“Where are we going?”


“I thought we’d go to Paolo’s in Georgetown. There’s not much choice on a Sunday night, on the Fourth of July on the night after the President of the United States has been assassinated. It’s noisy. It won’t be so depressing.”


“Let me tell you about the Hay Adams.”


“I can imagine.” There was a silence as he drove down Pennsylvania toward Georgetown. Not uncomfortable.


“So how’s Cotesworth Tennant?”


It was his way of asking her if they’d had an affair in London. If she were in love with him. The way he said his name had an edge. As in how’s-that-little-candy-ass-preppy.


He was wrong about Cotes. Cotes was a good ole boy, not a candy ass. But it wouldn’t do to argue the point. It pleased her anyway, that slight intimation of jealousy.


“Devastated. Rosey got him through the death of his wife.” She didn’t say that Cotes had gotten Rosey through Sadie’s affair with Des. But there it was looming up in the car between them like some giant mushroom. Cold and clammy and grotesque.


They didn’t say anything else to each other. The air seemed to have become thinner in the car. They both breathed in deeply and heaved sighs simultaneously. It almost made her laugh. She rolled down the window, even though the car was air-conditioned, to get some oxygen. The hot wind against her face was even more stifling.


Des parked the car on N Street and they walked in silence around the corner to the restaurant.


He had been right. It was packed and noisy. There were several bar-height round tables with stools in the front, a bar to the right, and booths to the left. In the back, beyond the pizza ovens, was the real restaurant, informal but just as crowded and noisy as the front.


They were lucky to get a corner table where at least they could hear themselves. The place was mostly filled with yuppies and college students. The atmosphere was shrill, almost hysterical. People were laughing too loudly and occasionally someone would burst into tears and the rest of the group would move to console him or her. It was a contrast to the funereal hush at the Hay Adams.


They ordered light beers. Des patted his middle. She looked, half hoping, for a paunch but saw none. She was so thirsty, her mouth so dry, she could hardly speak.


“This,” said Des, “is the restaurant where the President’s staff and the pool photographers were having dinner when he was shot. The pool reporters would have been eating here too—if they’d been on duty like they were supposed to be.”


“What’s going to happen to them?”


“Well, it’s not just the Weekly. It’s the other magazines as well. Not to mention the papers. But they’re not usually around on weekends. It was our job and we blew it.”


“What were you doing at the White House earlier? I thought you didn’t do the hands-on reporting anymore. I completely forgot to ask you.”


“Trying to get as many details out of Manolas as I could. We’re in a jam having to go tomorrow before the funeral. The funeral will have been over for half a week by the time next Monday’s edition comes out. We’ve got a lot to nail down early.”


“So who’s Julie Fensterer?”


He grinned.


“You don’t miss anything, do you?”


“Are you in love with her?”


He stopped smiling and looked directly into her eyes.


“No, Sonny. I’m not in love with her.”


“Are you still in love with Sadie?”


She couldn’t believe that she’d asked that. She only got scared after she’d said the words.


He didn’t take his eyes off her for the longest time. He searched her face as though he were trying to learn something. He started to speak several times and then stopped. He clasped his hands together on the table and looked down at them.


“I don’t know how to answer that question, Sonny.”


Dear God, at least he hadn’t said yes.


“Why?”


“You hurt me a lot you know.”


How could he say that? To her. She was the one who had been destroyed when she discovered he was sleeping with Sadie Grey. Discovered by accident on a presidential trip to Israel. And after they had been in bed together all night. Jesus.


“Now I’m at a loss for words,” she said.


She had to control herself. She wanted to find out what happened. If she was ever to be at peace with herself—or with him, for that matter—she had to clear this up. She had to resolve this. It was eating at her and had been for the past three years. She needed to get on with her life.


“You left me. You walked away from me,” he said. “Just kissed me off. In Jerusalem. Without a word of explanation. I thought we had gotten back together again. I loved you, Sonny. God, did I love you. I wanted you back. That night in the King David I was happy for the first time since we broke up. I thought I loved Sadie but I realized then that it was you, baby, and nobody else. Then you just kicked sand in my face.”


“Des! You were fucking the First Lady!”


She was almost yelling at him now. Lucky the place was so noisy. Nobody was paying attention to them.


“And I didn’t know about it. How was I supposed to feel when I found out? After you had just spent the night in my bed telling me you loved me. I felt like the biggest asshole in the entire world. I couldn’t believe it. And I believed that you loved me. That was what was so pathetic.”


He was stunned.


“You found out the next morning? How?”


“Never mind how. I just did.”


“That explains a lot.”


“I didn’t think you needed an explanation. I figured when I walked off you’d know why. Anyway, I was too angry and hurt and humiliated to explain anything.”


“I thought you knew all along I was seeing Sadie. I just assumed Jenny would have told you. You were best friends. I knew you couldn’t have believed I was in love with Jen all that time. You know me too well. You would have had to know I was getting laid somewhere. You’re too smart not to have figured out Jenny was the beard for Sadie and me.”


“How could I have known and not mentioned it? It’s me, Des. Allison. You know me too well for that. I’d have had to have been lobotomized not to bring it up. Are you kidding?”


Des looked beaten, defeated.


“Oh Sonny.”


“I guess we didn’t know each other that well after all, Des.”





Des had to go back to the office. He dropped her off at the Jefferson. This time he squeezed her hand as she got out of the car. She thought about the rest of their dinner as she got ready for bed. They had dropped the discussion of their relationship from exhaustion if nothing else. It was as if they were both on such emotional overload from the assassination and from seeing each other again that they couldn’t handle any more. They had ended the evening with polite conversation about London and journalistic gossip. It was not unpleasant, just distant. It amazed her how they could have gone from such intense passion to such noncommittal chitchat. She felt so drained then and at this moment she could barely dial the operator for a wakeup call. She didn’t even remember putting her head on the pillow, she fell asleep so quickly.


Her dreams were murky and confused, punctuated, she thought, with loud knocking. There was a coffin and the knocking was coming from inside it. She rushed to open the coffin before they lowered it into the ground. Rosey Grey stepped out of it. “Thank God,” he said. “I really wasn’t dead at all.” Sadie threw her arms around him. He embraced her and they walked off together. Des looked at Allison, then put his arms around her. “Thank God he’s not dead,” he said. “Because I really do love you.” She embraced him and they walked off together.


But the knocking persisted. Finally she realized somebody was at the door. She sat up in bed, then looked at the alarm. It was 7:00 A.M. Noon London time.


“Who is it?” she called out. A muffled voice responded, “Room service.” She hadn’t remembered ordering breakfast the night before, but she was so tired she might well have. She jumped out of bed and tossed a robe over her satin nightshirt, opened the door, and stuck out her head to see who it was.


Des was standing at the door, totally disheveled, unshaven, circles under his eyes, with a bag in his hand.


“I believe you ordered croissants and tea, madame.”


Even a simple French word like madame he could fracture.


Before she was able to respond he had brushed past her and placed the bag on a table. He took off his jacket and began setting up the meal.


“It’s hot as a bastard out there already,” he said, opening the plastic top to her tea.


“Sugar and cream, I’m afraid. No honey or skim milk.”


He remembered.


She had shut the door and was watching him with stunned amusement.


“I’ve got marmalade and black raspberry.” He glanced at her over his shoulder. “Go ahead and get back in bed. I’m serving you breakfast in style this morning, milady.”


“Not before I brush my teeth.”


She disappeared into the bathroom for a moment, then got back in bed, propped up the pillows, and pulled the covers over her.


“Et voilà,” he finished with a flourish as he presented her with her croissants and tea. She couldn’t help laughing.


“Hey, Des,” she said. “You know what?”


“What?”


“You’re an asshole.”


“I can’t believe such vulgar language would come from the mouth of such a delicate angel,” he said, taking off his shoes and plunking down on the other side of the bed, his coffee in hand.


“I just want you to know that I’ve noticed that you’re on the bed with me.”


“Damn, you don’t miss a trick,” he said shaking his head in amazement.


She took a sip of her tea and looked him directly in the eye. She was feeling slightly less groggy since she had splashed cold water on her face and run a brush through her hair.


He looked back at her and they both smiled.


“I’m suddenly starving,” she said. She took a huge bite out of her croissant.


“Me, too.” He did the same.


He was still smiling as he reached over and wiped the flakes off her mouth with his thumb.


She reached over and gently brushed his lips as well.


He caught her hand and held it there.


She looked at him again. This time they were both serious.


“What do you want, Shaw?”


“I want you.”


She could feel his words reverberate through her body.


“Take off your bathrobe.”


Almost as if in a trance she slowly removed her robe, pulling it out from under her so she was still under the covers.


They hadn’t taken their eyes off each other.


He reached his arm around her neck behind the pillow, then leaned over and softly brushed her lips with his.


Before she could respond, he had pulled away, moved his arm back and was leaning against his own pillow again.


“Take off your nightshirt.”


She swallowed hard. This was a mistake. She reached down and slowly unbuttoned each button until the last one was undone. She carefully opened it and let it slide off her shoulders. Only her breasts were bare, the rest of her was still covered.


Des reached over and pulled back the covers so that her whole body was exposed.


“Oh God,” he breathed.


Her heart was beating so loudly that she could hear it and she was unable to swallow at all.


He leaned over and began to trace her body with his finger. First the eyes, then the nose, the mouth, the throat… taking in each part of her with his eyes as he went.


He wet his finger with his tongue and traced her again, so gently that it was hard to believe such a strong hand was on her.


When he had finished he looked at her again and she began to shiver. This time he traced her with his tongue, starting with her eyes, then her mouth… downward, until she began to moan.


“What do you want, Sterling?” he whispered.


“I want you.”





The air-conditioning in the East Room had been turned up full blast and Allison was glad she was wearing her London clothes. She had been sweltering only a few minutes ago in the oppressive heat. Now everyone sat on their little gold caterers’ chairs shivering in their black linen dresses and dark summer suits.


It was overcast outside and you could cut the humidity with a knife. Inside, the White House was even more depressing. The President’s casket had been set up in the center of the East Room with a small altar in front of it. The altar and the bier were hung with black crepe and there were swags of black crepe over the doorways and windows. Large standing candelabra were on the corners of the altar and at the entrances into the room, lending an Elizabethan quality to the already lugubrious atmosphere.


She had met Uncle Roger at Blair House, and his attendant had driven them across the street to the White House and helped him in.


She was horrified to find that they had been seated almost directly behind where Sadie and her family were to sit. Allison felt like running and hiding.


Someone was playing hymns on the piano. It was such a small tinkly sound in that vast room overwhelmed with the raised bier that it seemed somewhat ludicrous. Yet it broke the weight of the silence mercifully, a curious hint of life in a deadened atmosphere. No one had spoken a word since Allison and Uncle Rog had taken their seats. No one even looked up as others filed in and took their seats. People sat as if in a trance.


An Episcopalian minister entered the room and took his place at the makeshift altar. Everyone sat up at attention. The minister was an old family friend of the Greys’ from Richmond. He had married Rosey and Sadie and christened their children. Allison was surprised not to see Cotes. He must be with Sadie.


Then a slight murmur arose as everyone looked toward the door.


Sadie was standing alone, with Willie, his hand clasped in hers. Her normally flushed skin was absolutely white, contrasting sharply with her auburn hair and black silk dress.


She looked so beautiful and so sad that Allison found herself fighting back tears.


What flashed through Allison’s mind was the first time she had ever seen Sadie Grey. She was the wife of the newly elected Vice President just up from Richmond for her first real Washington party. She had arrived late at Lorraine Hadley’s for dinner. When she and Rosey had walked in the door everyone had gasped at the gorgeous couple.


This was six years and a lot of pain later. Sadie had seemed, that night, so young and radiant and so full of expectation. They really had had it all, those two. Now look what it had come to.


Willie was tugging at his mother’s hand and she looked down at her son. He had his mother’s coloring, dark curly hair, with a hint of auburn. His features were heavier, stronger than those of his patrician father. His lips were fuller and his nose not as aquiline as Rosey’s had been. He was his mother’s child.


He was pointing toward his father’s coffin.


“Mommy, Mommy,” he cried out. “Daddy’s in the box. Open the box, Mommy. I want to see Daddy.”


Everyone in the room heard and their eyes went immediately to Sadie’s face, which seemed to shatter at the sound of her son’s voice.


Before anyone could stop him, Willie had broken away from his mother and raced toward the coffin. He pulled himself up on the platform and was beginning to climb up on the coffin when Outland, his older brother, rushed forward and grabbed him, kicking and screaming, up into his arms.


“I want to see my daddy,” he cried. “I want my daddy.”


Cotes appeared from behind Sadie, grasped her arm just in time, Allison thought, and led her to her seat in the front row. Sadie’s daughter, Annie Laurie, her face red and streaming with tears, followed and sat beside her brother. Outland had taken a seat next to his mother with Willie on his lap.


Allison had not seen Outland in years. He had been at Stanford, having rejected his father’s alma mater, the University of Virginia. He was a strikingly handsome young man, dark and brooding, with long black lashes and a thin mouth. He had his father’s lithe body and aristocratic bearing. Annie Laurie, a sophomore at Sweetbriar, was a clone of Rosey. The same narrow face, long thin nose, light brown hair, slightly haughty look.


Outland turned to look at the rows behind him and spotted Uncle Roger in his wheelchair on the end. He smiled and nodded briefly. Allison prayed Sadie would not turn around. She didn’t want Sadie to see her and she didn’t want to have to acknowledge Sadie herself.


What if Sadie still loved Des? What if she wanted him back? She hadn’t even dared mention Sadie’s name to Des again after they’d made love. It seemed inappropriate, almost sacrilegious. She couldn’t believe Des would have made love to her this time if he had any intention of going back to Sadie. He knew Sadie was free now. He knew he could probably have her back. To sleep with Allison under those circumstances, if that had been his intention, would have been too cruel. Des was not a cruel person. She really believed him this time when he said he loved her.


God, how could she be thinking like this in front of Rosey’s coffin? He hadn’t even been dead two days. He was lying only a few feet from her and she was wondering whether Sadie was going to take Des away.


It had to be the last thing on Sadie’s mind. Allison glanced in her direction. Sadie’s head was bowed in grief as the eulogy began.
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