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			CHAPTER ONE

			Melanie

			Are my latest changes to the speech in the version that’s in the teleprompter?” Charlotte asked as she held up a draft with her edits marked in black ink.

			“Yes, Madam President. I input your final revisions myself,” ­Melanie replied in her usual calm manner.

			“What time are we doing this?” Charlotte was tapping her perfectly polished fingernails on the desk and swinging one of her legs back and forth underneath it as she reread her remarks. Melanie ­recognized both behaviors as two of Charlotte’s relatively well-­disguised nervous tics.

			“You’ll go on the air at eleven-oh-two to give the anchors a couple of minutes to set things up and announce that you are addressing the nation live from the Oval Office.”

			“What time is it now?”

			“It’s ten minutes before eleven, Madam President.”

			Charlotte nodded and looked down at the text once more. After about twenty seconds, she looked up again.

			“I’m sorry, Mel, how much time until we go live?”

			“About ten minutes, Madam President. Can I get you something to drink?”

			“I’m fine.”

			For the first time since they’d met nearly six years earlier, Melanie worried about Charlotte’s ability to perform her official duties with her trademark steadiness. They were alone in the Oval Office, and it was Melanie’s job to get the president through the next twenty-five minutes.

			It wasn’t Melanie’s actual job, but this wasn’t a typical day. Melanie served as the secretary of defense, a post she’d held for the last eighteen months, ever since Charlotte had been reelected for a second term as the country’s forty-fifth president. Melanie’s Oval Office assignment was as unexpected as the events of the previous twelve hours.

			The sound of jets patrolling the airspace above the White House and the beams of light from the helicopters hovering nearby weren’t helping with Charlotte’s unusually high levels of agitation and impatience.

			“Madam President, I need you to relax a little bit, or you’re going to scare people more.”

			“Jesus Christ, Melanie!” Charlotte exploded.

			Maybe it’s good that she’s blowing off a bit of steam, Melanie thought.

			“Without any of our guys having a goddamned clue or hint of warning, terrorists attacked five cities. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of people are dead. And we don’t have any idea if there are more plots under way or where the attacks originated. People should be scared.”

			“I crossed that section out of your speech. Thought it might be a little too much straight talk for tonight,” Melanie deadpanned.

			Charlotte didn’t smile. She stared down at the pages of her speech, but Melanie could tell she wasn’t reading them. Melanie moved toward one of the sofas in the middle of the Oval Office and ran her hand back and forth across the smooth linen fabric that she’d selected when Charlotte had tasked her with renovating the room at the beginning of her first term. The president hadn’t given her any direction other than to stick to one color. She had a thing for monochromatic dressing that extended to her interior-decorating preferences. The fabric was so pale and delicate that the sofas needed to be recovered quarterly, but Charlotte said that they sent a strong signal to everyone to keep their feet off the furniture. She’d thwarted several attempts to recover them in a more practical material.

			The down-filled couches were inviting, but Melanie knew that if she sat, her twenty-four-hour day would catch up with her, and she’d never be able to muster the energy to get back up. She glanced down at her BlackBerry. Her executive assistant made fun of her for still carrying the antiquated device, but she’d had a BlackBerry (at times, she’d had two or three of them) since her first days at the White House almost two decades earlier. Now she also carried an iPhone that her husband, Brian, had given her the year before and that she used for personal communications with him and with their friends and family. Melanie scrolled through the e-mail messages on the iPhone and opened a message from Brian. He was in the White House briefing room, about forty feet away from the Oval Office, with the rest of the White House correspondents. His message simply said, “Good luck with the speech. Call when you can. Love you.” Melanie skimmed what looked like hundreds of unopened e-mails. They’d have to wait until after Charlotte’s address. When she looked up, she was surprised to see the president standing in front of the two televisions in her private dining room. Melanie walked toward the side of the Oval ­Office that opened into the dining room and watched Charlotte closely for a couple of minutes. She was wearing a perfectly tailored black Armani jacket with matching pants. A pale blue silk blouse peeked out from under the jacket, and the initials of her twins, P and H, hung from a white-gold chain around her neck. Her thick blond hair was tucked behind her ears. She had stepped out of her black heels, and in her bare feet, she looked diminutive. Her makeup artist was highly skilled, but Melanie thought she’d been a tad heavy-handed with the blush. Charlotte wouldn’t tolerate another touch-up on a night like this, though. Melanie shifted her weight from one foot to the other and moved closer to the door so that Charlotte would know she was there.

			“You’re the one who’s not having a normal reaction, Melanie. No one should be as stoic as you are right now. Frankly, it’s jarring,” Charlotte said without looking away from the carnage on the screens.

			“Madam President, you’ve mistaken my jet lag for tranquillity. I woke up in Iraq this morning, and with the time change, I think that was about twenty-four hours ago.”

			“That was this morning?” Charlotte’s eyes were still glued to the screens.

			“Doesn’t it seem like a thousand years ago?”

			Charlotte muted the televisions and turned to face Melanie.

			“I think it’s safe to say that everything has changed since then, don’t you?”

			Before Melanie could conjure up an appropriate response, the network producer who was directing the live coverage of Charlotte’s speech knocked on the door of the Oval Office. Melanie had instructed him to do so when they were two minutes out so she could get Charlotte seated and check the camera shot.

			The president had insisted that they be left alone in the Oval ­Office after the hair and makeup people left. It was unheard of to leave the president alone in the Oval Office for a televised address to the nation without someone who was trained in video production, but Melanie had held just about every job in the White House communications and press departments during her decade and a half of service in the executive branch of government.

			“That was your two-minute warning, Madam President. You’re going to do this just as we rehearsed it. As you requested, it’s just you and me in here, so please do not fidget in your seat. I can keep you in focus, but if you move out of the camera shot, there’s not much I can do to reframe you with my limited TV-production skills. Don’t move your chair or stand up. And try not to do any forced smiling. You want to appear somber but not alarming.”

			“Anything else?” Charlotte snapped. She took her seat behind the desk and held up one hand to shield her eyes from the glare. Lighting the Oval Office for an evening address was one of the trickier production feats. The production staff had set up freestanding stadium lights on either side of the president’s desk to illuminate her properly for the TV audience. As she read through her speech one final time, Melanie thought she looked surly, but she didn’t want to stoke her ire with any more instructions.

			Melanie checked the shot and confirmed that it looked OK with the professionals by opening the door a crack. The director gave her a thumbs-up, and Melanie shut the door.

			“We’re all set, Madam President. You look great.”

			Melanie took a deep breath and smiled reassuringly at her boss. They hadn’t been alone in the Oval Office together in months, and until today, Melanie hadn’t worked with her on a speech since she’d left her post as White House chief of staff at the end of Charlotte’s first term as president. Despite the current tragic, catastrophic circumstances, it wasn’t uncomfortable to be with each other like this. Melanie and Charlotte had worked together long enough to take exactly what they needed from one another. Melanie was acting cooler than she felt because she sensed in Charlotte a hotness that would not translate well on camera. For her part, Charlotte was using these few precious moments to process what had happened before packing away her horror and fear and projecting strength and resolve to the entire world.

			Melanie suspected that Charlotte had chosen her for this assignment because she was the one person with whom there was no pretending. The extraordinary step had been taken to transport Melanie from Andrews Air Force Base, where she’d landed an hour earlier, to the South Lawn of the White House in one of the helicopters typically designated as Marine One and used to transport Charlotte. Melanie assumed that it also had something to do with the fact that she’d been through something like this before. After all, she’d worked in the press office on September 11, 2001.

			“You’re sure about the Longfellow poem?” Charlotte asked.

			“Most presidents quote from scripture on occasions like this. You said that you didn’t want that, so I included the Longfellow quote. We are sixty seconds out, and I can’t replace it at this point, but if you want to drop it, the speech works fine without it.”

			“No. I like it. It’s powerful. And you don’t think we use the word toward too much? It’s in here at least three times.” They’d chosen every word in the address with care.

			“The speech is good, Madam President.”

			Charlotte nodded. “I’ve got this,” she promised.

			“I know you do.” Melanie smiled and said a silent prayer.

			At that moment, the light on the camera started flashing. When the flashing stopped, Charlotte would be seen instantly by millions of people.

			Melanie checked the teleprompter one last time to make sure the speech had loaded properly and then counted down with her fingers.

			When the light stopped flashing, Melanie mouthed, “Go.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Dale

			Quiet, everyone,” Dale ordered. She was in the White House briefing room, where the entire White House press corps had crammed in, minus a few of the correspondents who were filming live shots on the North Lawn.

			“The president is starting, people. Please stop talking,” she urged.

			The image of the president sitting at her desk in the Oval Office silenced everyone. Dale turned to watch on a monitor that had been set up next to the podium where she conducted her daily briefing. Dale’s deputy turned the volume up as high as it would go.

			“Good evening. Today we witnessed five separate and nearly simultaneous attacks on American cities. Together they make up the most brazen terror attack in our country’s history. The numbers are still being confirmed, but we know that several hundred people have lost their lives. Others were wounded, many of them while trying to help the victims. At this moment, hundreds of our fellow citizens are searching for news about loved ones and praying for the best while bracing themselves for the unthinkable.

			“And just as we did more than a decade and a half ago in New York, Pennsylvania, and Virginia, Americans confronted today’s violence with bravery and heroism. In New York, just more than a mile away from the tender scars of September eleventh, the pedestrian parks in Times Square were targeted with bombs. The images of men and women from the surrounding businesses charging toward the explosions to help those who were hurt in the attack were the first ones we saw of a city that knows the devastation of indiscriminate terror all too well.

			“In South Florida, where terrorists targeted a passenger ship at the Port of Miami, people abandoned their cars on the freeways and rushed to the burning ships to help people they’d never met. The majority of those victims were families embarking on cruises.”

			Charlotte stopped for a second, and it looked to Dale like she was getting choked up. Don’t cry, Dale silently pleaded. Charlotte took a breath and seemed to regain her composure.

			“In Los Angeles and Chicago, suicide bombers detonated their explosives in front of crowded ticket counters while passengers checked in for flights. And finally, here in our nation’s capital, terrorists placed bombs on the National Mall. For those of you not familiar with the nation’s capital, the National Mall is home to the Smithsonian museums, including the Air and Space Museum, which was the target of today’s attack.”

			Charlotte paused again. She appeared to be gathering herself. The itemized recitation of the destruction had a physical impact not just on the president but also on the journalists gathered in the briefing room. Dale glanced around the room and could see that many of the very same reporters who projected toughness, objectivity, and a studied indifference were struggling under the weight of the news.

			“In each of these cities, Americans responded in the manner to which we’ve grown accustomed. They rushed toward danger and did whatever they could to help friends and strangers at an hour of catastrophe and tragedy. The search for survivors will not stop until everyone is accounted for.

			“Now all of us are wondering the same thing: who would commit such vicious and brutal attacks, and why? We don’t have as many answers tonight as I’d hoped, but we will learn all the facts. We always do. And we will not delude ourselves with a discussion about delivering justice to these barbarians. Today’s acts were not crimes; they were acts of war. Sadly, this is not the first battle on our soil in this young century. America has come under attack before by people who hate us because of our freedoms and seek to change our way of life through acts of terror. Let me be clear: nothing will be spared or compromised in our effort to hunt down those responsible for today’s devastation. Every American can rest assured that we will answer today’s attacks with the full force of the United States government, including our unmatched military, diplomatic, and intelligence capabilities.”

			Dale thought she could see Charlotte’s face redden slightly. A few of the cameramen in the back of the briefing room whistled, and others clapped. Dale watched Charlotte look down at the pages in front of her and then look back into the camera with even greater intensity.

			“I speak to you tonight not only as your president and commander in chief but also as a mother and wife with a family of my own. In the coming days, we will learn all of the names of those who perished, and we will hear their stories. To their families, they will not be names or stories. They will be sons and daughters, mothers and fathers, husbands and wives, sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles, and grandparents. We may hear their final voice-mail messages to loved ones or learn about the victims’ final days from those who have been left behind. To those of you who are dealing with the immeasurable grief of the sudden loss of a spouse or a parent or, heaven forbid, a child, please know that we all stand with you in your despair. We will all do our part to honor your monumental loss. In this hour of immense sadness, I am reminded of a Henry Wadsworth Longfellow passage that I first read years ago.” Charlotte looked down again and took another deep breath. When she looked up, her eyes were glassy.

			“‘And the mother gave, in tears and pain, the flowers she most did love; she knew she should find them all again in the fields of light above.’”

			Dale thought she could hear someone sniffling near where the radio reporters sat.

			“May God bless all of you tonight, and may God continue to bless the United States of America.”

			At the exact instant that Charlotte stopped speaking, the TV correspondents were on their feet, talking to the network anchors back in New York, while pressing their earpieces into their ears with their fingers to hear above the din of other correspondents doing the same thing. Dale found it disorienting to hear only one side of the conversation, so she headed back toward her office to watch the coverage.

			“Dale, are you leaving?” shouted an AP reporter.

			“Just going to my office,” she called over her shoulder.

			“Will the briefing room be open all night so we can file our stories from here? Our editors are going to expect that our copy is updated hourly at least through the morning and probably for the next several days.”

			“Yes, I’m sure we can leave it open all night tonight, but don’t expect to get briefed through the night. We will let you know if there are any developments.”

			“How about the North Lawn? We will need to go live with any breaking news.”

			The North Lawn was where the TV reporters stood to film their reports from the White House. It provided the iconic background of the White House residence for the journalists who were fortunate enough to cover the president for their respective networks and cable channels. It hadn’t dawned on Dale that the networks would want their correspondents to update their coverage through the overnight hours. It was almost midnight, and most of them would be back on the air at seven A.M. or earlier.

			“I’ll check with the Secret Service,” she promised.

			Dale rushed back toward what was referred to as “upper press.” Marguerite had assembled their small staff in Dale’s office. She took a seat at her desk and pulled a Diet Coke out of the small refrigerator behind it.

			“How are you guys doing?” Dale asked.

			They assured her that they were fine, but it had been a harrowing day. While she had been escorted by the Secret Service to a fortified underground bunker, her staff had been evacuated when the first bombs went off on the Mall. They were called back to the West Wing, only to be evacuated from the complex a second time when the second bomb went off. Edgy Secret Service officers had harassed a few of her deputies while they were escorting the press back into the White House. Dale had walked out to the newly erected perimeter herself to vouch for her staff and the credentialed press. She’d been shocked by the scene. Downtown Washington looked like a war zone. Uniformed military in armored Humvees filled the streets around the White House. Secret Service agents in black jumpsuits held machine guns as they rode in SUVs with the back windows open. Soldiers in fatigues directed all traffic—human and vehicular—away from 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. Heavy smoke hung in the air from the bombings on the Mall, and the sound of sirens was constant. Men and women dressed mostly in business suits moved like swarms of bees alongside slowly moving lines of cars toward the residential neighborhoods that rimmed downtown Washington.

			“You were all tremendously brave and professional today,” Dale said. “Thank you for coming back twice after being evacuated and for doing everything that you did to make things run smoothly. I know the president is grateful to you for your service, the press is indebted to you until the end of time, and I am so impressed by how you handled yourselves.”

			Her deputies were staring at her, unblinking. A couple of them looked like they were in shock. She should have called them into her office sooner.

			“If you guys hadn’t come back here and helped to fill that briefing room with our press, the people who needed to hear from the president tonight would not have had the opportunity to do so. I’m proud of all of you.”

			“Dale, what should we do with Richard and Lucy?” a press assistant named Danner asked. Richard and Lucy were the evening anchors from CBS. They’d been preparing to do a sit-down interview with the president earlier that morning as part of a special they’d been filming, but when news broke about the first attack, the interview was postponed.

			Dale’s staff had taken part in weeks of painstaking preparations for what they all referred to as the “Day in the Life” special, because it was intended to chronicle every detail of a “typical” day in the life of the president of the United States and her staff. Dale had convinced the president to pull back the curtain and reveal the inner workings of the White House to show the public how much thought and effort and collaboration went into an ordinary day at the White House. No one could have anticipated that close to twenty news crews—each including a cameraman, a sound technician, and a producer—would be embedded with the most senior White House staff members when news of the five bombings started to trickle in.

			Most of the crews were respectful of the limits the disaster had placed on their access, and they’d simply waited in the lobby areas or in the press briefing room. But the two anchors hadn’t taken no for an answer. They felt entitled to the access they’d been promised, regardless of the extraordinary turn of events. Dale and her deputy had determined earlier in the day that throwing them out would confirm that the president was hunkered down, which would send the worst possible message to the public. The decision had been made to try to accommodate the news crews and the anchors without compromising any aspect of the government response, by leaving the press office solely responsible for them and freeing up the rest of the senior staff to respond to the crisis.

			“They’ve been reporting from their cell phones in the West Wing lobby all evening. The other TV correspondents are furious. The bureau chiefs from NBC and ABC are demanding access to the West Wing lobby as well.”

			Dale had incorrectly assumed that Richard and Lucy would have returned to their network’s Washington bureau to anchor its coverage of the president’s remarks, but they had decided to take advantage of their unusual access instead.

			“Oh, another thing. Richard and Lucy are insisting that all of their crews be permitted to embed again with the senior staff tomorrow because we canceled everything today,” Danner added.

			“Jesus, those two are unbelievable. Are they in the lobby right now?”

			“Yeah, I think they’re on the air.”

			Dale turned her TV to CBS, and sure enough, they were broadcasting from their cell phones from the West Wing lobby about everyone they’d seen come and go since the speech ended minutes earlier.

			Dale pressed her thumbs into the bones above her eyes and took a deep breath.

			“Do you want me to come with you?” Danner offered.

			“I’ve got it. Stay here and handle our press corps. Tell them that no one is going to be broadcasting from the West Wing lobby. I will get rid of Richard and Lucy,” she promised.

			Dale reached for her iPhone. She noticed two missed calls from a blocked number that she recognized as the same one that came up when someone placed a call from inside the White House residence. She knew who it was, but she couldn’t deal with him now. Dale had resolved to get through the day, and the only way she could pull it off was to ignore anything and anyone unrelated to her official responsibilities.

			She walked out to the West Wing lobby to talk to Richard and Lucy. She had to convince them that there was more to gain by leaving than by staying, and she was confident that she was about to make them an offer that would do the trick.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Charlotte

			You’re sure I wasn’t too hot?” Charlotte asked Melanie as she stepped into her private bathroom to wipe off her makeup. They’d left the Oval Office so that the production crew could remove the lights and camera equipment.

			“It was very strong.”

			“Thanks to you, Mel.” Charlotte stood in front of her in the dining room scrubbing her eyes with the makeup remover cloths.

			“That was all your doing, Madam President,” Melanie assured her.

			“All that I did was read the speech that you wrote. Seriously, thank you for being here and for everything you’ve done today.”

			“Where else would I be, Madam President?”

			“I mean, after everything that happened last year with Tara and everything, I really appreciate it.”

			“There are more important things to worry about now. As you said before the speech, everything has changed,” Melanie said.

			“I hope so,” Charlotte replied.

			Melanie moved her hands to her hips and started to speak but was interrupted by the sound of the door being pushed open.

			“Great job in there, Madam President,” Craig, the White House chief of staff, said.

			“Thanks, Craig,” Charlotte replied.

			“And thank you for all of your help, Melanie. The speech was ­excellent,” he added.

			Charlotte watched Melanie toss her BlackBerry and iPhone into her purse and open the door separating the dining room from the Oval Office. She and Melanie had shared more meals in the small sanctuary over the years than she could count. They both had the menu memorized, even down to the seasonal soup selections. ­Charlotte almost always had a Cobb salad with extra dressing, while Melanie rotated between the veggie burger, the tuna sandwich, and the fruit plate with a scoop of cottage cheese, a selection that Charlotte found revolting. She missed those lunches.

			“Are you leaving?” Charlotte asked.

			“I’ve got to get back to the Pentagon.”

			“I’ll see you on the next videoconference.”

			“Absolutely, Madam President.”

			Charlotte watched Melanie navigate around the crews in the Oval Office. She couldn’t pinpoint it, but Melanie looked different. Then Craig positioned himself directly in front of her and started talking about the things he’d “taken care of,” as if to prove that things were under control. Charlotte knew that things were far from under control, and she resented the spin he was trying to put on what was clearly a hideous calamity still in its early stages.

			“Madam President, from a message and tone perspective, I thought you nailed it in there. You were serious and determined but not overly alarming.”

			Charlotte was annoyed that no one on her staff wanted her to be alarming. What the hell was wrong with all of them? The country had just been bombed. She looked down at her intelligence briefing from that morning.

			“How long until this gets leaked?” she asked.

			“Someone from the House or Senate Intelligence Committee will probably do it by the time the morning shows come on tomorrow.”

			“There’s nothing in here about the chatter getting louder, right?” she asked Craig.

			“Nothing. You have no exposure along the lines of September eleventh. No Richard Clarkes are going to come out of the woodwork and say they told you so.”

			“Does that make it better or worse?” she challenged.

			He knew better than to offer an answer.

			“What do we have next?”

			“Just the final National Security meeting. The FBI is going to do a briefing on the DNA testing from the remains of the suicide bombers at the airports in Chicago and L.A. The director is on his way back over here, ma’am. I spoke to him before your speech,” Craig replied.

			“We didn’t need to drag him back over here. Please make sure he knows that he can participate via videoconference next time. He’s going to be the busiest man in D.C.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Those are the only bodies so far?”

			“Yes. And the Miami suspects are still in play.”

			“They won’t talk for a while.”

			“Depends somewhat on your decision on enhanced interrogation measures.”

			“When am I visiting the cities?”

			“We’re doing our best with New York and D.C. The others won’t want to divert resources from the investigation or recovery efforts to—”

			“I know, I know, to escort my goddamned motorcade. I know. Why do we always have to drain everyone’s resources? Why can’t I just land, drive in an SUV without the whole motorcade to survey the damage, visit with local law enforcement, pay my respects to the families of the victims, and then get the hell out of the way? Can you ask them if they can make that happen?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“What else?”

			“Are you up for a few foreign leader calls after the National Security Council meeting?”

			“What kind of question is that? If I have to do calls, just give the list to Samantha, and I’ll do them.” Charlotte couldn’t figure out why Craig was asking her if she was “up” to doing the things that needed to be done. She understood that he was being deferential and trying to gauge her stamina for the long list of official to-do’s that emerges during a national security crisis, but it still bothered her that he was talking to her as though she might not have the endurance to complete her obligations.

			“Why don’t you have the vice president do some calls, too?” she suggested.

			“She’s done a half a dozen. Maureen is also in contact with the leaders on the Hill. I just spoke to her, and she’s suggested that we have the chairmen and ranking members of all of the national security committees down here tomorrow to brief them on the investigation.”

			Maureen McCoughlin, Charlotte’s third vice president, was the former Democratic speaker of the House, and she maintained excellent relations with her former colleagues.

			“How’s the mood on the Hill?”

			“I think some of them are still in their undisclosed locations.” For the most part, an undisclosed location was just that, an office that was simply undisclosed to the press and public. Only in very rare instances did government officials evacuate to secure government installations.

			“Ask Maureen to make a list for me, and I’ll add courtesy calls to the senators from New York, Florida, Illinois, and California, plus the leaders and anyone else she suggests tonight.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Charlotte could hear people crying on one of her televisions. She turned up the volume and shushed Craig so she could watch. Seeing the scene of mass chaos just blocks away from the White House complex on her TV screen made her feel oddly walled off from what was happening. She contemplated walking out the door and racing to the Mall below to help with the recovery operation. It was incredibly unsatisfying to be cooped up in the White House with the wreckage and suffering so near.

			“You know what, Craig?”

			“Ma’am?”

			“Don’t ask.”

			“Ma’am?

			“Don’t ask. Please inform the Secret Service that I plan to visit the Mall first thing in the morning, and tell them that this is the compromise you reached with me when I asked to go tonight.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Craig replied.

			She stood watching the TV coverage.

			“This isn’t the day I thought we were going to have,” she said, more to herself than to Craig.

			“Twenty embedded news crews filming your every move don’t seem like such a bad deal in comparison, do they?”

			Charlotte turned away and hoped he’d return to his office. She appreciated Craig’s attempt to lighten her mood, but she found herself missing Melanie’s quiet intensity. Charlotte did her best thinking when no one was talking to her. Mercifully, Craig fell quiet.

			She thought about what she’d been doing before news of the first attack reached her. Her Democratic vice president, Maureen ­McCoughlin, had asked for a rather large favor in return for delivering enough Democratic votes in the House and the Senate to pass ­Charlotte’s legislative priorities. She’d asked Charlotte—a ­Republican—to become a vocal supporter of women’s health providers, including those that also provide birth control and abortions. In a move that her admirers had called bold and her detractors had called politically suicidal, Charlotte had been delivering a speech at the Women’s Museum in Washington, D.C., in which she laid out the “enlightened conservative’s” case for reproductive freedom. As the first female Republican president, her decision to stand with her Democratic vice president and voice her support for a woman’s right to choose had been the topic of breathless morning-show commentary, large antiabortion protests in front of the White House, and a phone and e-mail campaign from the prolife groups that had jammed the White House comment line for hours. Then, just as she was hitting her stride with the crowd gathered at the Women’s Museum, Monty, her lead advance man, had handed her a note saying that New York City had been attacked. She’d excused herself and made her way backstage. In the motorcade back to the White House, she learned about the attacks in Chicago and Los Angeles. She’d just arrived back at the Oval Office and turned on her television when the media first started reporting on the attack at the Port of Miami. The attack outside the Air and Space Museum in Washington had occurred after she’d already been rushed to the underground command center. After the D.C. bombings, the Secret Service wanted to take Charlotte out of the White House, but she’d insisted on staying.

			Now she asked Sam to give her five uninterrupted minutes. She dialed Peter in the residence.

			“Hi,” she said.

			“How are you doing?”

			“I’m all right.”

			“Do you want me to come down?”

			“No. I’ve got another NSC meeting and then a few calls to do. I’ll be up in a couple of hours. What did you think of the speech?”

			“Was the Longfellow poem Melanie’s idea?”

			“Was it too dark?”

			“I don’t think that’s possible.”

			Charlotte leaned forward so that her elbows were resting on her knees. “How are the kids?”

			“They’re fine.”

			“Do you think they’ll still be up in another hour?” Charlotte asked.

			“With the time change, I’m sure that they will.”

			Their twins, Harry and Penelope, had just completed their freshman years in college, Penny at Stanford and Harry at Charlotte’s alma mater, U.C. Berkeley. Both had stayed in Northern California for the summer.

			“Please tell them that I’ll call tonight.”

			“Will do.”

			“Are Brooke and Mark awake?” Brooke and Mark were Charlotte’s best friends from college. They made frequent trips to Washington to provide Charlotte with a much-needed reality check from her life inside the presidential bubble. They also added comic relief to Charlotte’s structured and formal existence. Charlotte suspected that they came as both an act of charity and genuine friendship and to escape the boredom of their suburban existence.

			“They tried to get flights home, but everything has been canceled.”

			“Tell them not to worry. Sam can work on getting them out of here tomorrow.”

			“Char, don’t worry about us. We’re worried about you.”

			“I’m fine,” she snapped.

			“We’ll see you whenever you finish, then.”

			“Don’t wait up,” Charlotte insisted.

			“Whatever you say, boss.”

			Charlotte was being passive-aggressive with Peter, but she really couldn’t help it at this point. Her emotions were swinging between fury at the terrorists who carried out the attacks, rage at her own advisors who did nothing to prevent the attacks, and desperate frustration at Peter’s inability to anticipate what she needed from him, even though she didn’t know what it was herself.

			“Have you been watching the press coverage?” she asked.

			“It’s awful,” he confirmed.

			“That ship was full of young families. And the museums on the Mall are always full of school groups.” Charlotte felt a lump forming in her throat, but she didn’t want to cry.

			“Are you sure you don’t want me to come down there, Char? I could wait in the Oval while you have your meeting and then sit with you while you make your calls?”

			His voice was so tender. Maybe he did understand. She felt tears forming, and she swallowed hard to stop them. She wanted to accept his offer, but she couldn’t bring herself to open up to him and tell him how desperately she needed to be reassured that she was capable of whatever new and unknown responsibilities now fell to her.

			“Char, please say something.”

			She covered the phone with her hand and cleared her throat. She waited until she was sure that her voice would come out steady and strong. “You don’t have to do that. I don’t know how long the NSC meeting will go—or the calls, for that matter.”

			“If you change your mind, let me know.”

			“I will.”

			Charlotte hung up the phone and stood with her back to her desk. She felt bad about being short with Peter, but other concerns quickly overtook her guilt. She watched the helicopters above make patterns on the South Lawn with their searchlights. How could she convince people that they should go about their lives and not worry about threats if terrorists could hit targets less than half a mile from the West Wing of the White House? The enormity of her failure to protect the country from harm was hitting her in waves. How could she ever make things right? She had made more than her share of mistakes in five and a half years as president, but this one felt unrecoverable. How had this happened? How had she let this happen?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			Melanie

			Twenty-four hours earlier

			If I had half a brain or a scrap of integrity, I’d resign. Effective immediately,” Melanie grumbled.

			“You’re in Baghdad, Mel. That seems slightly irrational, especially for my levelheaded wife,” Brian gently teased.

			“If Charlotte thinks I’m going to let this go on indefinitely, she’s out of her mind. Does she seriously think that I’m going to be able to pretend that nothing happened and continue to put my ass on the line for her? I mean, after her White House threw me under the bus and left me for dead?”

			“We’ve had this conversation a thousand times. You have every right to be mad.”

			“I can hear the ‘but’ from ten thousand miles away, even on this crappy satellite phone.”

			“Actually, that was my call-waiting.”

			“It’s after eleven.”

			“It’s probably the Today show. I have a piece on Charlotte’s abortion speech that’s supposed to be leading the show tomorrow. Hang on for one second.”

			“That speech is a really stupid use of Charlotte’s political capital,” Melanie griped.

			“I know, honey. I’m sure you’d rather see her squander her remaining political capital on your unpopular wars.”

			“Exactly.” She laughed.

			As Melanie held for Brian, the White House correspondent for NBC News, she thought about how, for the first time in her life, her personal life was in a relatively blissful state, while her career had ­careened into the realm of the ridiculously dysfunctional.

			Melanie was working out of an office inside the heavily fortified green zone. She would be meeting with troops involved in training the Iraqi army and a handful of local leaders to thank them for their ongoing service and cooperation. Later in the day, she’d host a video town hall between Baghdad and Washington. For the town hall, the Pentagon press folks had been ordered by the White House to round up a diverse group of military trainers, USAID workers, and local elected officials and cabinet members in the new Iraqi government who would illustrate the collaborative effort under way to solidify recent gains in the political and security situation in Iraq. What Melanie understood as a veteran of three White House staffs was that the West Wing had added an event in the war zone to showcase the commander in chief as a strong and competent wartime leader for the benefit of the TV production under way in the White House today.

			It was bad enough that she’d been roped into participating in the “Day in the Life” special. She’d persuaded every president she’d ever worked for to do the same thing that Charlotte was attempting. She’d made the case that by allowing a single network to film every detail of life inside the White House over a twenty-four-hour period, viewers would gain a better understanding of the numerous problems the president had to deal with. The “Day in the Life” was a good idea as part of a larger White House effort to refocus the press on Charlotte’s agenda, but Melanie had no interest in being part of the West Wing’s public relations apparatus anymore. For nearly six years, Charlotte’s image had been her central concern. Enhancing and protecting it had been her purpose in life. But as the country’s secretary of defense, she felt a far greater obligation to the men and women who served in far-flung places and to their families who raised children, ran households, and nursed their wounded and traumatized soldiers. Melanie made a point to visit Iraq and Afghanistan as often as she could, and it had served her well in her eighteen-month tenure. The appointment capped a decade-and-a-half career in government that spanned three presidents. Melanie had served as Charlotte’s first chief of staff and her closest advisor for the entire four years of her first term as president, but on the eve of Charlotte’s reelection, she had resigned. Charlotte had enticed her to return to the administration by offering her the Cabinet post commonly referred to as the SECDEF. In her new post, Melanie had earned praise from both sides of the partisan divide for her management acumen and for her understanding of the impact that the never-ending deployments were having on soldiers and their families. At thirty-nine when she was sworn in, she was the youngest secretary of defense in history, but in an era when soldiers took to Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube to communicate with family, friends, and reporters, Melanie’s youth wasn’t held against her as it might have been a generation earlier.

			Now, while Melanie waited for Brian to return to the line, she scanned her page of notes about the increase in benefits for the families of former combat troops that she’d lobbied for on Capitol Hill and tried to calculate what time it would be when she landed in Washington.

			“Mel, are you still there?” Brian asked.

			“Who was that?”

			“The executive producer wanted to go over my piece for the morning.”

			“They’re leading with the speech?”

			“Yes, but it was touch-and-go for a while between the speech and Taylor Swift’s surprise album drop.”

			“Did you see Warren tonight?”

			Warren was Brian’s best friend. They had met four years earlier, when Brian was covering the war in Afghanistan and Warren was the public face of the military’s effort to train the Afghans to handle their own security. Even though they were predisposed to view each other with a healthy degree of skepticism, the two had formed an instant bond. Warren had become one of Brian’s most helpful military sources, and Brian had become a trusted peer and resource when Warren planned his move to Washington after he left the military.

			“Dale agreed to meet him for a drink, so he canceled on me, which is just as well. I had a ton of work to do tonight.”

			“I can’t believe those two are together. Is she treating him well?”

			“He seems exceedingly happy.”

			“We know what that means.”

			“At least they’re compatible in that department.”

			“It’s amazing that Dale manages to stay in Charlotte’s good graces while sleeping with every man in her orbit.”

			Warren also happened to be Charlotte’s most senior political counselor, the person she’d turned to the year before when her political “brand” needed rehabilitating. His duties were varied, but he was the person responsible for giving her straight talk when no one else in her inner circle was willing to do so. Melanie had never served as a political advisor, but she’d had the role of delivering unwelcome news to the president, and she knew that Warren was the rare person who wasn’t afraid to give Charlotte the unvarnished truth.

			Of course, Melanie was suspicious of Dale’s motives in seeking out Warren as her first serious relationship after her explosive and disastrous public affair with the president’s husband during Charlotte’s first term, but Brian insisted that Warren and Dale were good for each other.

			“Honey, I don’t think Dale is exactly the president’s closest confidante.”

			“She’s the goddamned White House press secretary.”

			“And she knows just enough to keep us idiots in the press corps coming back for more each day, but no one thinks that she’s on ­Charlotte’s short list for weekends at Camp David or cocktails on the Truman balcony.”

			“Whatever. I don’t care anymore. Charlotte can get advice from whomever she wants.”

			“Mel, Dale has not replaced you. Neither has Craig. In fact, Warren said that she always asks him how you’re doing.”

			“I doubt that. Warren is just trying to make me feel good.”

			“He wouldn’t do that.”

			They both knew that he would.

			“You should go to bed, honey,” Melanie said.

			“Take care of that baby of mine. Drink lots of water, and don’t forget to eat,” Brian urged.

			“I am guzzling water by the gallon and peeing every ten minutes.”

			“I’ll talk to you in the morning, my time. Stay safe.”

			“You stay safe, too,” Melanie said.

			“You’re the one in a war zone.”

			“You never know.”

			Melanie hung up and studied the seating chart for the town hall later in the day. She was almost twenty weeks pregnant. She and Brian hadn’t shared the news with anyone. Melanie was excellent at keeping secrets, and this one felt as though it was worth keeping as long as her body would permit. She looked down at her stomach and was pretty sure that it had grown since the day before. The loosest tops in her wardrobe now failed to cover up her rapidly expanding midsection and chest. No one in town would suspect that Melanie had gone for a boob job. For at least a few more weeks, they’d simply conclude that she’d gained weight with all of the travel required for her job. Melanie smiled and turned back to her work.

			She liked to do all of her meetings without using notes, but with the delay from the D.C. satellite hookup, the town hall would go smoother if everyone spoke from a couple of notecards. She thought about calling the White House chief of staff to go over the logistics, but since she suspected him of playing a key role in trying to sabotage her with the president the year before, she decided not to. She jotted a few notes for herself and read her briefing materials about the soldiers who would be in her morning meeting. Melanie was always struck by how young they were. She had pictures to accompany the short biographies, and after reading the briefing materials a couple of times, she covered the text and quizzed herself until she had the soldiers’ names and the basic facts of their military résumés and personal lives memorized. She felt that knowing their stories was the least she could do.

			She glanced at her BlackBerry and saw an e-mail from Dale confirming her participation in the town hall and asking if she wanted to talk about any aspect of the line-by-line before the event. A line-by-line was basically a script that was crafted by the government official responsible for briefing the president and other participants for an event. It didn’t preclude spontaneous conversation, but it was designed to ensure that everyone was able to make a different point so that the conversation covered all of the desired topics. Dale had also arranged for a crew to be inside the town hall meeting in Iraq to provide footage from both sides of the conversation for the “Day in the Life” special. Dale was thorough. While Melanie was surprised that Charlotte had tapped her because of their complicated personal history, the selection showed that the president was still shrewd enough to place a candidate’s qualifications ahead of her own preferences. If nothing else, the selection of Dale as her official mouthpiece projected bigness, which had always been Charlotte’s strong suit as a politician. Melanie had served two of Charlotte’s predecessors from the podium as White House press secretary. She still thought it was the most important White House post, other than chief of staff.

			She picked up her BlackBerry and typed back: “All set,” to Dale. No one could accuse Melanie of not being a team player. She couldn’t think of anyone else in Charlotte’s Cabinet who would have tolerated the beating that her reputation had taken the year before when someone deep inside the West Wing had run a whisper campaign blaming Melanie for leaks about the mental condition of Charlotte’s then vice president, Tara Meyers. Charlotte had placed Meyers on the ticket as her running mate during her reelection campaign a year and a half earlier to shake up the race. She transformed the political landscape by plucking a Democrat out of relative obscurity and running on the first-ever unity ticket, where a president is a member of one political party and the vice president is from the other. While the bipartisan experiment was celebrated as the first truly postpartisan move by a modern president, Charlotte’s political advisors had hastily selected an unvetted and untested politician in Tara Meyers. Tara had suffered a mental breakdown soon after she was sworn in and had resigned in disgrace less than a year later.

			From the moment Melanie had first met Tara, she had warned the president about her lack of experience and deficient knowledge base. As the vice president’s gaffes went from being seen as minor embarrassments for the White House to a serious indictment of the president’s judgment, Melanie had grown increasingly concerned.

			But she had not been the source of any leaked information. She’d never spoken to anyone other than the president about Tara. Melanie had considered resigning when the rumors about her alleged disloyalty started showing up in the papers. Brian had persuaded her to stay in the job she loved, and the Pentagon was a world away from the gravitational pull at the West Wing. Charlotte had eventually made several public statements of support for Melanie and even urged her to stay on for the duration of her second term in an interview. Charlotte’s backing had quieted the sniping, but the real leaker had never been outed.

			Now Melanie pulled out her briefing materials one last time. These trips were always built around meetings with the foreign leaders, but Melanie came for the visits with the troops. They were the reason she was still in government at all. She’d promised Brian that she wouldn’t travel around Iraq now that she was pregnant, but she planned to spend as much time with the troops inside the green zone as she could. When she was satisfied that she had committed all of their names and faces to memory, she stood and walked into her first meeting.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			Dale

			Put down that BlackBerry and eat something, or I’m going to make a scene that you’ll have to read about in Politico tomorrow,” Warren warned.

			Dale flashed him a horrified glare and then finished typing her ­e-mail as quickly as her fingers would press the keys. She hit send and then shoved the device into her purse. “There. I’m done.”

			Warren took the purse out of her lap and put it on the ground next to him.

			“Take it easy with that bag. It cost more than my monthly mortgage payment.” He moved it from the floor to the empty chair next to him. Dale heard her phone ringing.

			“Whoever it is can wait a few minutes. I’m going to leave it on this chair for fifteen minutes so you can eat something and tell me about your day, and then I will give it back to you.”

			“Five minutes,” she countered.

			“Ten.”

			Dale acquiesced and took a long sip of her wine. When she looked back at Warren, he was smiling at her and holding up his wineglass. “What?” she asked.

			“A toast to your big deal of a day tomorrow. Everyone is already talking about how the press office is the newest power center in the West Wing.”

			She got a tremendous amount of satisfaction from what he was saying, but she wasn’t sure if it was true. The one thing she did know was that she should not have agreed to have a late dinner with Warren on the eve of a make-or-break day for herself and the president. She was staring longingly at her purse, with all of her electronic devices inside, when she realized that Warren’s phone, which was on the table between them, had rung several times.

			“That’s the third call you’ve had in the last two minutes. Aren’t you going to answer it?” Dale asked.

			“They will call back.”

			“What if it’s urgent?”

			“It can wait.”

			“For the love of God, please answer your phone.”

			Warren laughed and answered it. He rolled his eyes immediately. “She’s right here,” he said, handing Dale the phone.

			“For me?”

			“Your work husband.”

			Dale grabbed the phone from Warren and covered her mouth with her hand to speak to the White House chief of staff.

			He was calling to pass along Charlotte’s request that the camera crews not be allowed to loiter in her reception area in the afternoon, because the Israeli ambassador was stopping by for a social visit and Charlotte didn’t want more to be made of it.

			“That’s fine. I’ll let them put an extra crew in my office while I prep for the daily briefing,” Dale said to Craig. “I’m not on a date. We’re just grabbing a glass of wine. Come meet us,” she urged. Warren shook his head in protest. “OK, OK, I will see you bright and early in the morning,” Dale said. She hung up and handed Warren his phone.

			“You’re lucky that I don’t mind sharing you with him,” he said.

			Dale smiled her best “Don’t hate me because I work all the time” smile and tried to pay complete attention to what Warren was saying. He’d commissioned a new poll that had Charlotte’s approval ratings at an all-time high. The only downside was that her vice president’s approval rating was ten points higher. Dale was about to ask a question about the history of vice-presidential approval ratings when waiters placed half a dozen bowls of Spanish tapas on the table in front of her.

			“I thought we were just going to have a drink,” she said.

			“I didn’t order the food. I guess they thought we looked hungry.”

			Dale nibbled at a piece of cheese and looked around at the boisterous young crowd crammed into the dining room at Jaleo in Penn Quarter.

			“Are you still up for dinner with my parents tomorrow?” Warren asked.

			“Sure.”

			“Really?”

			“Honest answer?”

			“Always.”

			“I’m terrified.”

			“Why?”

			“Because when they look at you, they see their only son as one of the most respected people in all of Washington, D.C. The president of the United States has you on speed dial. And then they’ll look over at me and see one of those career-obsessed New York women who freeze their eggs and spend too much money on shoes.”

			Warren smiled at her adoringly and rubbed one of her shoulders. “They are going to love you. And I promise you that my mother doesn’t even know they sell shoes that cost six hundred dollars.”

			“She’s going to hate me.”

			“I’m worried that you’re going to be too tired for dinner after chasing the CBS crews around all day.”

			“I’ll be fine tomorrow. But I’m feeling stressed about being out tonight. I should be in bed.”

			Warren stood up right away. “I’ll go thank them for sending over the food and tell them we’ll come back this weekend.”

			“We just got here.”



OEBPS/image/title.jpg
MADAM
PRESIDENT

A Novel

Nicolle Wallace

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

AAAAA





OEBPS/font/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/font/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/image/9781476756912.jpg
President

A NOVEL
*

NICOLLE
WALLACE

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF E/GHTEEN ACRES AND IT'S CLASSIFIED





OEBPS/font/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


