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ASLUMPED FIGURE SAT IN a wingback chair in the middle of the room, oblivious to the crush of sweating bodies that filled the presidential suite of the Chicago Hilton to capacity. Crackling walkie-talkies and shrilling cell phones rang out above the deafening volume of television sets. The Chicago skyline twinkled against the black abyss of Lake Michigan.

The man lazily draped a leg over the arm of the chair, revealing a polished black ostrich cowboy boot. His chin rested on the palm of his hand. “Jay?” he called, his gaze never leaving the television set in front of him.

Another man approached.

“Jay, how did you manage to lose a governor?” the man in the wingback chair asked, incredulous.

Governor Robert W. Long of California sat like a dinghy bobbing in the eye of a hurricane. Not a hair out of place, he was a study of calm. His athletic frame was folded into pressed charcoal-gray slacks and a crisp, white shirt, and his well-coiffed, wavy brown hair was streaked with gray. His steely blue eyes surveyed the scene. Senior campaign staff shouted orders to harried subordinates. Clutches of aides huddled in corners, trading the latest rumors in power whispers. After a twenty-month, $400 million, 300,000-air-mile, forty-four-state marathon, the campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination hurtled toward its finish. It had been a clash of titans, an epic battle unlike any witnessed by a major political party in two generations. Everyone in the room had earned their way here, fighting and clawing their way up the sheer, craggy rock of American politics, but all their years of plotting had not prepared them for this hysteria. Senior staff fought off the combined effects of caffeine, alcohol, and exhaustion. They screamed into walkie-talkies while $500-an-hour lawyers gathered at a conference table, poring over delegate lists and plotting strategy for the impending fight over the credentials committee report. Room-service waiters in faux tuxedo uniforms rushed to and fro, dispensing drinks and carrying off discarded glasses and bottles on the trays they held aloft. Governor Long’s family tensely gathered on a sectional couch behind him, unsure if they were witnessing a wake or a wedding.

The problem: no one could find Governor Terry Tinford of Tennessee.

“He disappeared like Tinker Bell in a demilitarized zone,” said Jay Noble, Long’s senior campaign strategist, a grizzled veteran of two decades of Democratic Party politics. His body a compact bundle of energy with a thatch of thick brown hair combed across a high forehead, his shirt soaked with sweat, Noble gave off a faint body odor. “He told someone he was going to the bathroom. That was twenty minutes ago.”

“Try his cell.” Long’s eyes smoldered with frustration.

“It’s going straight to voice mail. We have people posted at every entrance in the hall. We sent someone to the DGA suite to see if he went there,” Noble said, using the acronym for the Democratic Governors Association.

“You better find him—and I mean right now,” ordered Long. They were counting on Tinford to deliver critical votes in the South. “He knew the credentials committee report was coming to the floor, right?”

“Absolutely. I spoke to him two hours ago and he was ready to go.”

“He’ll show,” predicted Long, sounding as if he were trying to convince himself. “I’ve known Terry for thirty years—since we worked together on our first campaign. He wouldn’t stab me in the back.”

“We’re on it, sir,” Noble assured him.

Long rubbed his chin, deep in thought. He had no illusions about Tinford, an ambitious, two-faced climber. Tinford no doubt believed it should be him, not Long, now standing thirty-nine delegate votes from the Democratic presidential nomination. But if Tinford started playing games now—at the eleventh hour—he would commit political suicide. He had endorsed Long and helped him win the Tennessee primary. Was he trying to miss the credentials vote, hedging his bets? It was a distinct possibility. That would be classic Tinford.

Betrayal was part of the game. But Long reassured himself with the thought that Tinford wasn’t smart enough to pull it off. He was a lieutenant, not a general.

Noble rushed off sick to his stomach, his heart racing, his mouth dry as cotton. He smelled a rat.



FIVE BLOCKS AWAY, SECRET Service agents in dark suits guarded the door to the presidential suite at the Drake Hotel. Inside sat the senior senator from New Jersey and Senate majority leader, Salmon P. Stanley. His wife and two teenage daughters watched the convention in an adjoining room, respecting his need to be alone at this time of high anxiety. The only sound in the room was the muffled hush of air-conditioning and the barely audible television. Stanley had the thermostat set to the approximate temperature of a meat freezer.

Two raps sounded at the door. Michael Kaplan, Stanley’s campaign chairman, glided into the room with breezy confidence. Tall and lanky, he had the build of a long-distance runner. But age had taken its toll, the soft flesh around his jowls beginning to sag. Wrinkles creased his leathery face. His jet-black hair had turned gray at the temples, highlighting piercing black eyes that seemed to bore through people.

“Senator, we have a breakthrough on the credentials report.” He paused. “It’s a little dicey.”

“What is it?” asked Stanley.

“We’ve been talking to Terry Tinford through an intermediary,” related Kaplan.

“But he’s a Long man. He drank the Kool-Aid, didn’t he?” objected Stanley.

“He did.” Kaplan paused. “But it seems he would like to be vice president.”

“I can’t commit to that,” Stanley shot back, eyes unblinking.

“Of course not.” Kaplan looked at the ceiling and exhaled, his mind maneuvering in tricky waters. “But the credentials report vote is too close to call. We’re up eight votes with 113 undecided. We’re twisting so many arms you can hear bones snap, but we’ve hit a wall. Tinford might break it loose.”

“What do you think?” asked Stanley.

Kaplan knew the drill; the boss wanted his unvarnished opinion. “Senator, this is an opportunity to take a key state right out of Long’s hide. It would be a devastating psychological blow—a border-state centrist and a governor bailing out on him the night before the nomination.” He paused to let the full weight of the opportunity sink in. “The credentials vote will decide the nominee. This is for all the marbles.”

Stanley sat silently, eyes narrowed. The crow’s feet around his eyes crinkled and the worry lines on his forehead deepened. He wore a blue coat and red striped tie as though at any moment he might be asked to appear in public, the slight paunch of his stomach peeking through his suit, his reddish hair and ruddy complexion highlighted by a receding hairline. He stared unseeing at the cable news talking heads (Wayne’s World for political junkies, he called these shows) babbling away on the television. He stood on the threshold of the presidency, a goal he had worked for since he was a young man. But he could not have his hands tied in selecting his vice president.

“Promising Tinford the veep is a nonstarter. If we do it, people will say we bought his support.” He leaned forward, eyes narrowed to slits, and jabbed the air with his index finger. “Tell Tinford—no witnesses—that we have to be able to say we did not discuss the vice presidency. He will be seriously considered—but only if we can deny he is being considered—even to him. I must be able to say to anyone who asks, with a straight face, he was never promised anything.”

“I’ll give it a go,” Kaplan responded. He strode from the room. As he twisted the doorknob, he suddenly turned back toward Stanley as if he had forgotten something. “What if he says he can’t do it without an ironclad commitment?”

“He won’t,” replied the senator. “Trust me. And if he does, we can’t do business with him anyway.”

Kaplan nodded. He was halfway out the door when Stanley stopped him. “Michael, how are you going to have a private conversation with Tinford in this pandemonium?” He pointed at the chaos unfolding on the television screen.

The right corner of Kaplan’s mouth rose mischievously in a half smile. “He’s waiting for me in a holding room at the convention center.”

“Clear that room of staff,” ordered Stanley. “No witnesses.”

Kaplan nodded and closed the door behind him.
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MICHAEL KAPLAN SLID INTO the back of a Lincoln Town Car with tinted windows, parked in front of the Drake. “United Center,” he said to the driver. “Stat!”

The driver steered the car around the black Caddies and Lincolns triple-parked in front of the hotel and gunned the accelerator. He immediately found himself in a traffic jam. Michigan Avenue glowed with brake lights as far as the eye could see. The driver shot to his right, screaming down Oak Street, looking for an alternate route.

As a political consigliere, Kaplan had no peer. He probably could have been the candidate himself, but the ball had not bounced that way. Sal Stanley had become the vehicle for Kaplan’s ambitions, and though Michael remained behind the scenes, the relationship was mutually rewarding. Kaplan had become famous, powerful, rich, and feared. If the meeting with Tinford went well, he was on his way to either the White House or the Cabinet.

The driver zipped in and out of traffic, cutting off cars, weaving through police barricades, running red lights. They screamed up to the rear entrance of the United Center, where an aide waited for Kaplan. The two of them jogged through the bowels of the convention center, their heavy breathing and the fall of their footsteps on the concrete floor mixing with the muffled cheers of delegates. They made a final turn toward an entrance to the convention floor, where another staff member guarded a door to a holding room.

“Is Governor Tinford inside?” asked Kaplan, his voice lowered.

“Yes, sir,” said the aide. “He’s waiting.”

“Stay at this door,” Kaplan said, his eyes steady. “No one is to enter or leave this room.”

Kaplan entered, closing the door behind him. Governor Tinford sat at a utility table, nursing Diet Coke from a plastic cup. Tinford resembled a human bowling ball, roundish and fleshy, a light brown suit hanging on his rotund frame, his belly hanging over his belt. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead. His doughy face exuded southern charm; his brown hair swept into a pompadour; beady eyes twinkling. Kaplan sized him up: he was calculating, good-natured, and ready to deal.

Tinford’s chief of staff stood to one side, body language projecting wariness, talking softly on his cell phone. He ended the call.

“Governor, I need to speak with you alone,” said Kaplan.

“If it concerns the governor, I stay,” replied the chief of staff.

“My instructions are to have this conversation in private,” replied Kaplan. “I just left Senator Stanley.” He fixed his gaze on Tinford.

Awkward silence followed. Finally: “All right,” said Tinford, relenting. He turned to his chief of staff. “Give me and Michael a moment.”

The chief of staff cast a sideward glance of disapproval and left the room.

“Governor, forgive me,” Kaplan said when the door had closed, “but I hope you understand the sensitivity. This is an issue of utmost confidentiality.”

Tinford nodded.

“Senator Stanley thinks very highly of you, Governor. He thinks you have done an outstanding job in your state and believes you are one of the most gifted leaders in our party. Not just in the South, but the entire country.” Tinford had won four statewide elections, resolved the state’s chronic fiscal crisis, and raised academic performance at Tennessee schools—but he never got invited to the Council on Foreign Relations or Davos, the annual confab for the rich and well connected held in the Swiss Alps. He belonged to the great unscrubbed masses that the opinion elites looked down upon. Kaplan chose to play to Tinford’s sense of inferiority. “The Leader respects your previous support for Long. He values loyalty, and he understands that sometimes people have prior commitments they need to honor.”

“I appreciate that,” said Tinford deferentially. “That is my situation.”

“The senator would have thought less of you if you had not honored that friendship. But the credentials committee report is a different matter. You never committed to seat a delegation from Virginia that does not have the support of its own state party. If the rump Virginia delegation were seated and Long won the nomination as a result, it would taint him. It would be a Pyrrhic victory.”

“I have problems with the way the process played out in Virginia. I think a lot of people do,” replied Tinford, measuring his words. “Bob is boxed in—he needs Virginia to win.” A wan smile spread across his face. “Of course, so do you. You lost the popular vote and the delegates awarded in the primaries. Only the superdelegates are keeping you alive now. Are you sure you want to win that way?”

“The Virginia state party is on our side,” Kaplan said. “Our attorneys have affidavits from Virginia delegates and state executive committee members saying there was no quorum when the Long delegation was selected.”

The Virginia credentials battle wasn’t pretty. Long had won the nonbinding primary, the so-called beauty contest, but the delegates had been elected at a May convention that featured infighting, fistfights, and chaos. Two delegations had been elected—one committed to Long, the other to Stanley. The dispute had landed at the credentials committee in Chicago, and after reviewing the evidence, the committee had voted to seat the Stanley delegation. Meanwhile, the Long campaign had filed a lawsuit against the Virginia Democratic Party, alleging that it had wrongfully certified the Stanley delegation.

Tinford exhaled slowly. “I hope this can be done without going to court.”

“Governor, the best way to ensure that happens is for you to vote for the credentials committee’s report,” said Kaplan. “You’re respected as a voice of moderation and reason. Your endorsement would make the committee’s findings unassailable.”

Tinford nodded. “It’s going to be costly. If I step off that cliff, I want to know there’s a net to catch me.”

“There will not only be a net, there will be an inflatable cushion the size of two football fields,” Kaplan assured him.

Tinford smiled. “Can you be more specific?”

“I don’t think I can, Governor,” replied Kaplan.

“I would be an asset to the ticket,” said Tinford, delicately raising the subject of the vice presidency. “I have three things you need: southerner, DLC member, and Long supporter.” He raised the three middle fingers of his hand as he ticked them off. “And I would add a fourth: I’ve been a national leader on education.” He raised his pinkie.

Tinford’s willingness to stab Long in the back repulsed Kaplan, and he found himself filled with disdain for the man even as he played him. Better to go down with the ship, he thought, than win as a turncoat.

Kaplan was skating on thin ice even having this conversation. If he promised Tinford the vice presidential nomination, he would foreclose Stanley’s options. But if he mishandled Tinford and the Tennessean got away, they could lose the credentials vote—and with it the presidency.

“Governor, Senator Stanley believes you would make an outstanding vice president. But he is not going to make a decision until he is the nominee. And he will not offer the vice presidency or any other position in exchange for support on the credentials vote. I hope you agree.”

“That’s not what I’m suggesting,” Tinford backpedaled.

Kaplan moved in for the kill. “The senator respects integrity. And for you as a strong Long supporter to vote for the credentials committee report would be a profile in courage. I assure you, the senator will not forget such a selfless act.”

“That’s good to know.”

“Governor, two final points.” Kaplan pulled his chair toward Tinford until their faces were six inches apart. “First, this conversation should stay between us.”

“What conversation?” Tinford deadpanned.

“Second, you should vote for Long for the presidential nomination. To do otherwise would be bad optics and could complicate the majority leader’s ability to call upon you to serve in some capacity later.” What Kaplan did not add was that once Stanley had the Virginia delegation, he didn’t need Tinford’s vote.

“I agree,” Tinford said. “If I do a one-eighty on the nomination, it will be a shock to the system. I can vote for the credentials report and still vote for Long for president. That will make me more valuable to you.”

Kaplan stood and extended his hand, and Tinford shook it vigorously, his eyes searching. “Governor, it’s a pleasure doing business with you.” Their eyes locked. “We don’t forget our friends.”

“I know,” Tinford said. A confident smile spread across his face. “By the way—you tell Sal Stanley I can help him get the bubba vote.” Kaplan gave him a surprised look. “I’m not like those rich Republicans—pumping iron, jogging, and dirt biking.” He grabbed his belly, shaking it. “A potbelly beats a flat belly every time.”

“I’ll be sure to pass that on,” Kaplan said, the corner of his mouth turning up.

As Kaplan left the room, Tinford’s chief of staff was standing in the hallway, arms crossed, eyes narrowed, simmering in a slow burn. “Thanks for understanding,” Kaplan said generously, his hand outstretched. “You’re working for a good man.”

The chief of staff shook his hand warily.



THE CHAIRWOMAN OF THE credentials committee, a short, white-haired hotel employee union leader with skin toasted to a desert tan, stepped to the podium. She fumbled with her reading glasses and shuffled her papers, her head barely visible over the massive podium. From Nevada, she was a member of the Democratic National Committee, and in a droning monotone she dutifully read the committee report recommending the seating of the Stanley delegation from Virginia.

To win the nomination, the Long campaign had to defeat the credentials report. The odds were against them, and Long partisans made up for it with feverish intensity. Long whips wearing orange hats moved into position. A low murmur from the delegates belied jagged nerves throughout the hall. The bouncing beach balls fell still.

The chair called for ayes and nays and was about to order the parliamentarian to begin the roll when she was interrupted by the distinct southern accent of Governor Terry Tinford of Tennessee, seeking recognition.

“The chair recognizes the governor of Tennessee.”

At the Hilton, Jay Noble glanced up to see Terry Tinford’s sweat-streaked face on television. “About time he showed up,” he said to David Thomas, the campaign manager.

“Madam Chair,” said Tinford in a slow, syrupy drawl, “I rise to appeal for party unity. We have two delegations from the commonwealth of Virginia, one pledged to Senator Stanley, the other to Governor Long. The credentials committee has considered this matter at great length and reviewed all the evidence. It has arrived at a difficult decision. Although I support Bob Long, in the interest of party unity I will vote for the adoption of the committee report, and I urge my fellow delegates to do the same.”

Jay Noble’s face froze. The snake had cut a deal! He and Thomas moved quickly to Long’s side.

“What a backstabbing, lowdown thing to do!” Noble said.

“I can’t believe it,” said Long. “Has he lost his mind?”

“He’s thinking he’ll look like a statesman by calling for party unity,” said Thomas. “Now he’s a man without a country. He just signed his death warrant.”

“Get our whips to Tennessee ASAP,” snapped Long. “Try to stop Terry from taking the whole delegation with him. We need to stop the bleeding.”

“Yes, sir.” Noble turned up the volume on his walkie-talkie and began to shout into the mouthpiece for the chief floor whip.

Long interrupted him. “Jay, what happens if we lose Tennessee?”

“It’s not good,” replied Noble. He turned to Thomas.

“Losing Tennessee would leave us a little over a hundred delegate votes short,” Thomas said, his eyes scanning scribbled numbers on a notepad. “Tennessee has eighty-five delegates—we lose ’em, Stanley gains ’em.”

“Can we make up the difference with some superdelegates?” asked Long.

“We might get a few, but not one hundred,” Thomas replied. “They’re still in the tank with Stanley.”

“Fight for every delegate you can in Tennessee. We have a while before they get there on the roll call,” said Long.

Noble and Thomas bolted for the count room and screamed into their walkie-talkies. No one was answering. If they didn’t move fast, the credentials report would pass before they could bolster their forces and fight back.



TINFORD’S SWITCH TO SUPPORT the Stanley delegation from Virginia struck like a thunderbolt. Four thousand sleep-deprived, alcohol-addled, sex-distracted, exhausted delegates stampeded with him. The credentials committee had heard three days of testimony from witnesses, pored over depositions, reviewed videotapes of the Virginia state convention, and endured the heated arguments of lawyers on both sides. Who were they to overturn the committee’s verdict? It was time to end the fight that was tearing the party apart.

As the roll call droned on, tempers flared. Long whips tried to maintain order, but they could no longer control their delegates. One red-faced Long delegate marched up to a Stanley whip and began jabbing his finger in his chest, screaming until he turned purple and the veins in his neck bulged. Shoving matches broke out. Angry delegates hurled heated words. Fisticuffs broke out in the Michigan delegation. Convention marshals and Chicago police fanned out across the hall and lined the aisles, determined to restore order.

In the pandemonium, someone threw a chair, which hit a Long delegate, opening a gash above his nose. As the TV lights illuminated the blood running down his face and the red blotches on his white shirt, the delegate held an impromptu news conference. “I bleed for my candidate, but I weep for the Democratic Party,” he sobbed.

The press corps was euphoric. Blood, tears, drama, man-on-the-street eloquence! It was too good to be true!

Someone grabbed the bleeding delegate, now swaying and woozy from shock, and led him toward a first-aid station. He staggered forward as horrified bystanders stepped back and the paparazzi surged forward, their cameras clicking and flashes exploding. One photographer ran ahead to get a better shot, tripping another delegate and sending him sprawling into the aisle, where someone else tripped over him. Soon a scrum of bodies rolled and clawed at one another in the aisle.

Tears streamed down the faces of Long delegates as they waved wilting hand-scrawled signs. As they saw it, their candidate had been robbed of the nomination by a corrupt credentials report and the eleventh-hour betrayal by Terry Tinford.

Tinford watched all this and decided to leave the floor. The last thing he needed was to be photographed or interviewed in the midst of this rapidly degenerating mob scene.

As the governor rumbled down the aisle, two state troopers in tow, a Long supporter in a rumpled blue suit, coat lapels covered with campaign buttons and face drenched with tears and sweat, caught sight of him. He walked behind Tinford like a crazed, curly-headed asylum patient. “Terry Tinford, you are a pathetic traitor!” he screamed, voice quavering. “You are worse than a traitor, you are a prostitute. You are Judas, a disgrace to this party—and I hope…you…rot…in…hell!”

Tinford kept his head down, stone-faced, walking briskly. The delegate continued to hurl verbal abuse. A small crowd gathered, following him down the aisle, venting its anger.

“Traitor! Traitor! Traitor!” the crowd shouted. Cameras gathered to document the faces contorted with anger. This only egged them on, and as the flashbulbs exploded, their voices rose, their faces and gestures becoming more animated. They shook their fists and screamed epithets.

“Benedict Arnold!” shouted one delegate.

“Tinford, you’re a quisling!” bellowed another, walking even with Tinford, but held at bay by the state trooper. (The reference to the Norwegian fascist politician Vidkun Quisling, who collaborated with the Nazis during World War II, went over the heads of his fellow delegates, and more than a few reporters.)

Governor Tinford quickened his pace and, head still lowered, avoided eye contact. He entered the tunnel and was gone.
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THE NEXT NIGHT THE Democrats held their official roll call for the presidential nomination. Long held Tennessee but, with the Stanley delegation from Virginia seated, he lost Virginia, and so also lost the nomination by a razor-thin margin of 2,217 to 2,121 delegates. After twenty-four million votes cast in fifty-four primaries and caucuses, Long won the popular vote but was denied the nomination by a combination of superdelegates and a disputed delegation. With only ninety-six votes separating the candidates, it was the closest contest for a major party’s presidential nomination in over a half century.

Cable television talk show hosts had blathered over video footage of screaming, weeping, and bleeding delegates. Stanley decided to give them something else to cover, so he broke with the tradition that the nominee does not appear until the following evening and instead traveled to the United Center. News vans, helicopters, and paparazzi followed Stanley’s motorcade as it rolled down Michigan Avenue from the Drake Hotel.

As soon as Stanley walked out onstage, things began to go awry. Angry and thoroughly inebriated Long delegates erupted in a chorus of boos and jeers, and hundreds walked off the floor in protest. Stanley’s wife and daughters stood gamely next to him, gritting stage smiles through clenched teeth. One daughter appeared to tear up, her nose reddening and face flushing with embarrassment. Like plastic figures on a wedding cake, the Stanley family waved and pointed to friendly faces in the crowd, looking increasingly awkward and uncomfortable.

Network cameras panned to Long delegates shaking fists at Stanley and shouting insults. Just as the pool camera focused in a tight shot on an elderly woman wearing a blue dress and funny hat, she made an obscene gesture in the direction of Stanley. Twenty million people were watching at home.

“Cut away from grandma!” shouted the director in the control room. “This may be the Democratic convention, but we’re still a family-friendly network!”



JAY NOBLE’S BLACKBERRY WENT off at 7:10 A.M. the next morning. To his astonishment, it was Salmon Stanley asking to speak to Long. Noble put his phone on mute, strode across the suite, and rapped on the governor’s bedroom door.

The door opened a crack and Long appeared, bleary-eyed, wiping sleep from his eyes. “What is it?” he asked hoarsely.

“Stanley is on the phone.”

“I don’t think I should take it, do you?” asked Long after a pause.

“No, sir,” replied Jay. “If you say anything conciliatory, Stanley will leak that you’ve kissed and made up. I’m not sure we’re quite ready to cross that Rubicon.”

“I agree. Take a message.” Long closed the door.

Jay returned to the phone. “Senator, I’m sorry, but Governor Long is not available at the moment,” he said with barely disguised glee.

Stanley was none too happy. “Let him know I called. I’m at the Drake.”

Thirty minutes later, Noble’s BlackBerry vibrated on his belt. He pictured Stanley and Kaplan huddled in a strategy session, trying to figure out which card to play next. As he anticipated, it was Mike Kaplan.

“We live in interesting times, Mike,” Noble said drily.

“Jay, you ran a first-class campaign—first-rate,” Kaplan said with hollow flattery. “You’re one of the smartest strategists in this party. You’ll be back, and if Stanley has anything to say about it, it will be sooner rather than later.”

“Thanks, Mike. But we’ve got a problem.”

“What’s that?” Kaplan asked.

“The emotions of our folks are raw,” replied Noble. “We’ve lost control of our delegates.”

“I understand,” Kaplan said smoothly. “If the shoe were on the other foot, I know how our people would feel. We want to move beyond this, and we believe we have a way to do it.”

“What’s that?”

“The majority leader wants Governor Long to be his vice presidential running mate.”

Noble was taken aback. It was the crowning irony. Four years earlier, Long and Stanley, both rising stars in the party, had been on the short list for veep. Long had been passed over for Stanley. Their battle for the presidency had been a rematch. Now Stanley had prevailed again—and he was offering Long the consolation prize.

“Let me raise it with the governor,” he said. “I don’t think Senator Stanley should make the offer unless the answer is yes.”

“Oh, no—he can’t be turned down,” agreed Kaplan hurriedly, his voice adamant. “If Long can’t accept, the majority leader won’t ask. But Jay, this is genuine.” He paused. “This is no empty gesture. Stanley wants to unite the party. He wants to win.”

Discretion required that Jay not speak for his client. He did not know how Long would react to the offer. But he had a pretty good idea.



“IS…HE…OUT…OF…HIS… mind?” roared Long, his voice rising as he spat out the last word. “He steals the nomination by seating a fraudulent Virginia delegation, and now he wants me to be his running mate? Here’s your answer: I’ll run with him when hell freezes over!”

Observing this volcanic eruption, slouched in chairs and sprawled out on the couch in the living room, sat Noble, Lisa Robinson, the campaign communications director, and David Thomas, the campaign manager. Joining them was Long’s wife, Claire, who always sat in on campaign meetings involving momentous decisions. She sat next to Bob, her pale countenance drained of emotion, bearing the blank stare of a defeated candidate’s spouse. It was an impromptu strategy meeting of what had become known in the campaign as “the Brain Trust.”

“Governor, that was my initial reaction as well,” replied Noble calmly. “But for the purpose of ensuring that you have considered all the options, allow me to make the case for accepting.”

“All right,” said Long, crossing his arms defensively. It seemed at times to outside observers that Jay was the only person Long listened to, although their relationship was far more complicated and codependent than that.

“If you decline, there’s only one way back, and that is a long, bloody fight for the nomination in four or eight years. We just did that, and it ain’t a tea party.”

Long shook his head and rolled his eyes.

Noble continued. “With the passage of time, new personalities emerge. If Stanley wins, you will have to wait eight years—and he will have selected someone else as veep. Incumbent vice presidents don’t lose their party’s nomination. Look at Nixon, Humphrey, Bush number one, and Gore.”

After a short pause, Long said to the entire room, “That makes sense. Anyone care to take issue with it?”

David Thomas waited a bare millisecond before speaking up. The earnest, scrub-faced campaign manager was thirty-six years old but looked as if he had just graduated from college. His baby face peered up from beneath a perfectly combed wave of hair that resembled a helmet; this morning, a day’s worth of beard growth incongruously flecked his face, and dark circles framed his tired eyes. Thomas had an IQ high enough to boil water and the discipline of an astronaut going through a NASA prelaunch checklist.

“If you accept the vice presidential nomination and Stanley loses, you’re finished,” Thomas said. “Today you’re a victim, but as Stanley’s running mate, you’d lose the moral high ground. A loss would be virtually impossible to come back from. Just ask John Edwards, Joe Lieberman, or Dan Quayle.”

“That’s not what happened for Sal,” Long corrected him.

“He’s the Senate majority leader,” interjected Lisa Robinson. “It would be much harder for you.”

“Forget about the moral high ground, Senator,” said Noble. “Were you robbed? Absolutely. Was it criminal? No question. But this is business.”

Long shook his head, then mumbled, “Are you talking about the Democratic Party or the Mob?”

Noble smiled. “If the goal is to elect you president, there is only one question: will Stanley win in November? If he is going to win, you must be on that ticket.”

“So will Stanley win…or not?” asked Long.

There was a long pause.

“It’s a circular argument,” said Noble at last. “I think he loses if you say no. It will be hard to patch up the party. It will be like Carter and Kennedy in 1980. If you reject this offer, I don’t think Stanley can put Humpty Dumpty back together again.”

“And if I say yes?”

“That’s hard to predict,” said Thomas, jumping in. “It would be nice if we could test it with a poll, but we don’t have time.” Thomas was addicted to polls. He pored over the cross-tabs for hours, searching for clues buried in the demographic data. Long once joked that Thomas would probably use a poll to test the names of his children.

“Stanley needs an answer,” said Long, suddenly impatient.

“I don’t think he wins,” said Thomas. “He added nothing to the ticket four years ago. The guy doesn’t wear well. He’s the candidate of the liberal blogosphere. He’s from the Northeast, which is death on the electoral map for us. You would only help him on the margins. People are voting for him, not you.”

“I think that’s right,” said Long, sitting up straighter, animated by a sudden burst of energy. “The last time a vice presidential pick really mattered was when Kennedy picked Johnson. Nobody votes for vice president anymore, if they ever did.”

“It’s also a poor fit ideologically,” said Lisa, jumping into the mix. “You’re a centrist, free-trade, third-way, DLC Democrat. Stanley’s old-style, northeastern liberal.”

Lisa punctuated her point by running her long fingers, fingernails painted bright red, through her mane of jet-black hair, swept back behind her ears. She was smart, with a seasoned toughness that enabled her to fit in with the boys on the bus (critical to her job dealing with the press), but with a caged sexiness just below the surface. Jay knew that only a strong woman like Lisa could avoid being trampled under by the powerful, assertive men in the campaign—not least among them the candidate. Jay considered that attractive. To make matters worse, sometimes Lisa slipped into jeans and a clinging T-shirt when she worked late hours at the campaign headquarters. Jay found it endlessly distracting—and exhilarating.

Long turned to his wife, Claire. She was usually the last to give her opinion. Legs curled beneath her, high heels slipped off, she wore a green St. John top with a matching skirt, its hemline just above the knee. Her strawberry-blond hair framed a face with high cheekbones, a smallish mouth, and steely blue eyes. She was striking in appearance. As she prepared to weigh in, Claire Long sat up regally, her eyes flashing and her jaw muscles tightening with the anger that only a candidate’s spouse would understand.

“Sal is evil,” she said at last, drawing her words out for emphasis. “He stole the nomination. He’s Nixonian. You cannot be part of his administration. He’s shown what he thinks of you by the way he has treated you. If you tie yourself to him, you’ll regret it the rest of your life.”

The advisors were stunned. They stared at one another, with cartoon thought bubbles floating over their heads that read: I thought this was a strategy meeting, not a therapy session!

“Tell us what you really think, Claire,” chuckled Long, trying to break the tension with a little levity. Everyone tittered with nervous laughter.

“What’s the verdict, boss?” asked Noble at last.

“The answer is no,” said Long firmly. “I can’t join the ticket without acting as an apologist for Stanley stealing Virginia. It might be best for the Democratic Party if I said yes. But I fulfilled my obligations to the party a long time ago.”

“I’ll call Kaplan and give him the bad news,” said Noble. The advisors rose to leave.

Long walked them to the door. “Looks like you guys have a new job,” he said.

“What’s that?” asked Noble, surprised.

“Make sure he loses,” Long deadpanned.

Everyone laughed, Long loudest among them. It was the first moment of merriment since Tinford had betrayed them.

Noble thought it was gallows humor. He believed Long had just made a big mistake. Who had ever turned down the vice presidency? Jay could think of no one. In a pique of righteous indignation, Long had punted the chance to be a heartbeat away from the presidency. But as always, Noble would share his counsel only with his client and leave the rest of the world guessing.

The campaign triumvirate walked silently to the elevator, their shoes shuffling on the carpet, the truth that they were out of the game slowly sinking in. Lisa turned to Jay. “What’s up with Claire?” she asked. “Why does she hate Stanley so much?”

“When the governor and Stanley were on the short list for veep four years ago,” Jay replied, “the Stanley people leaked to the media that Claire had an alcohol problem and had been in rehab. It helped knock Bob out of the running for vice president. Believe me, she hates his guts.”

“Wow,” Lisa exclaimed. “Was it true?”

Jay looked at her, his face expressionless.

Lisa’s eyes widened. She had not known.

“It’s always personal, isn’t it?” Jay asked no one in particular.



IN HIS SUITE AT the Drake, Stanley’s own brain trust gathered—but it had only two members: Sal Stanley and Michael Kaplan.

Stanley sat at the end of a long dining room table, lathering a toasted bagel with margarine. The steam from a cup of black coffee rose over his plate. “Bob not taking my call is not a good sign,” he said.

“No,” said Kaplan. “Maybe he was still in bed.”

“Mike, he just lost the presidency,” said Stanley, dropping his chin for emphasis, his eyebrows raised sarcastically. “He didn’t get much sleep last night. And I bet Claire didn’t, either. She’s probably hitting the sauce again.”

“He knows why we called. Let’s give him until noon.”

Stanley thought it over. “All right. Noon—but no later.”

Kaplan couldn’t believe Long would actually turn down the chance to be vice president, regardless of his hatred for Stanley. Anyone angry enough or crazy enough to do that was more than just a fool. They were dangerous.
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JAY NOBLE TOOK THE elevator down to the Long campaign “war room.” For weeks the room had been jammed with staff hunched over laptops and huddled around whiteboards, abuzz with energy. Now it resembled a morgue, with only a few stragglers left. Noble stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. This was one conversation he would have to conduct in private. He dialed Michael Kaplan’s cell phone.

“Mike, it’s a no go,” Noble coolly informed him. “I’m sorry.”

“Stanley will not be pleased. He’s used to getting his way,” replied Kaplan. “Would it help if Sal called him personally?”

“No. Long gave it serious consideration, but that’s his final answer.”

“That’s unfortunate. But regardless—we’d still like you on our team, Jay,” said Kaplan. “The senator thinks you’re the smartest strategist in either party. We need to expand our senior management team for the general election. We want you in the boat.”

Noble knew that Stanley thought the best strategist in the party was Michael Kaplan, not him. He was angry at himself for being flattered by the empty praise.

“I appreciate that, Mike,” said Noble, “but my guy lost. And if I’m so good, why are you offering my boss the vice presidency and not the other way around?”

“Touché.” Kaplan chuckled. “You sure you don’t want to come aboard?”

“Not in the cards, Mike. I’m old-school. I live by the rule that you dance with the one who brung you. When your guy goes down, you go down with him.”

“That’s smart, Jay,” Kaplan replied coolly. “Stay in touch.”

Jay put his BlackBerry down on the counter and stared into the bathroom mirror. To his surprise, tears filled his eyes. The stress of months of political combat bubbled to the surface. He began to weep quietly, his fingers at his brow, shoulders heaving involuntarily. He caught himself, remembering the staff in the other room. If they heard him crying, they would know their defeat was total. He had to keep his game face on.

Besides, Jay had one last blow to strike. He scrolled through his BlackBerry looking for the contact for Marvin Myers, the most powerful columnist in America, whose column had appeared in the Washington Post for thirty years and was syndicated to over two hundred newspapers. He also hosted a weekend cable chat show, holding court with the leading politicians and journalists in Washington. Myers had written a column about Claire’s rehab stint four years earlier; maybe he’d throw a bucket of slime at Stanley.

Jay gave Myers the juiciest nugget in Chicago: Majority Leader Stanley had offered the vice presidential nomination to Bob Long, and Long had declined.

“You don’t say,” said Myers, his glee apparent in his voice. “That is very interesting, indeed. Who can I attribute this to? Can I say a Long campaign official?”

“That’s too close for comfort,” said Jay.

“How about a high-ranking Democratic Party official?”

“That works.”

“When did this happen?”

“We just hung up.” Noble could almost feel Myers’s panting breath on his cheek.

“Why did he decline?”

“I can’t go there,” Noble demurred. His objective was to stab Stanley in the back, not give Myers a guided tour of Long’s psyche.

“Does anyone else have this?”

“Just you, Marvin.”

Noble tried not to enjoy the mating dance, but it was hard. In Washington, one was either a source or a target. By delivering a dog biscuit to one of the nation’s top journalistic attack dogs, Noble assured that Myers would spare him any blame for Long’s defeat, and instead would laud him for his skill. Noble was sticking a knife in Stanley, but Myers’s fingerprints would be on the blade. That was fine with Marvin. Someone was going to get the story; it might as well be him.

“Will Long campaign for Stanley?” probed Myers.

“We have not discussed that,” replied Jay. “Until yesterday, we were trying to win the nomination. I don’t know.”

“I see,” replied Myers. So Long’s senior political advisor could not confirm that his candidate would publicly support the Democratic presidential nominee. The story was getting more interesting by the minute.

“Marvin, protect me,” urged Noble. “There are only a handful of people who know about this. If you give me up, I won’t be of much use to you in the future.”

“I have lots of sources. I could have gotten this from any of them.”

Jay hung up the phone with a nasty grin. He had just paid back Kaplan for dropping the dime on Claire four years earlier.



A BLACK LINCOLN PULLED up in front of the Fairmont Hotel and Bob Long burst out of the passenger side, buttoning his jacket, accompanied by senior aides and a security guard. Heads turned as people recognized the man whose dark-horse candidacy had transfixed the nation. Long breezed through the lobby surrounded by his entourage, ignoring hushed whispers and pointed fingers, scribbling an autograph here and there, then disappearing into the elevator.

The Fairmont had hosted the Virginia delegations of both Long and Stanley. The rival delegates had passed in the halls, averting their glances as their attorneys battled to seat them. Now it was over, and Long was paying a courtesy call to his Virginia supporters. It was the final stop of the campaign.

When he entered the large and crowded hotel conference room, the delegates broke into applause. Long flashed a high-watt smile and glided around the conference table, grabbing necks, kissing cheeks, and grasping friends in bear hugs.

“Cleo, my main man!” he called out. Cleo James was a twenty-something African-American activist from Petersburg who had been one of Long’s top lieutenants in the Old Dominion. Police had arrested him at the state convention in Richmond when he protested the election of the Stanley delegation, sparking a shoving match with the state party chairman. Later, he testified before the credentials committee and gave a deposition in the still-pending civil suit against the Virginia Democratic Party.

“Governor, we’re proud of you. Thank you for fighting for us,” Cleo replied. He hugged Long tightly, patting his shoulders affectionately.

“No, thank you for fighting for me!” He pulled Cleo close until their eyes were locked. “When you do the right thing for the right reason, you never lose. You never lose.” Cleo gulped. Long remembered his name, knew him, and cared about him.

Long walked to the front of the room as all ninety-two delegates and most of the alternates took seats or lined the walls. The room was packed, the quarters cramped and growing hotter, with a number of delegates standing. Long’s eyes were puffy from lack of sleep, but his infectious energy filled the room.

“I wanted to drop by on my way out of town,” he joked. Relieved laughter rumbled through the room. He turned serious. “I’m here to thank you for all you have done, not only for me, but for the Democratic Party. You came here to take a stand, not for a candidate, but for a principle. We came up short, but not by much. And while my nomination was not to be, the cause for which you stood will prevail.”

Several delegates began to cry, wiping tears with their hands or with a tissue.

“Governor Long,” said a woman in the front row, “I emptied my savings account to come to this convention. I raised money from friends. I’m not planning to lift a finger for the Democratic ticket in the fall. This is what turns people off from politics, because they don’t think they can make a difference.”

Taken aback by her raw feelings, Long leaned toward her, eyes narrowed, wagging his finger. “Don’t ever think you can’t make a difference,” he shot back forcefully. “That’s what they want you to think, and do you know why?” He raised his eyebrows. “So you’ll give up. That’s not what the people who marched for civil rights believed, it’s not what those who protested the Vietnam War believed, and it’s not what you should think. You made a difference this week. Stay in the fight and don’t give up, and together we can change the direction of our party and the country.”

“I’m so sorry,” blurted Cleo. His eyes teared up and his lower lip quivered. “I feel like we let you down.”

Long was visibly moved. His eyes misted. “You didn’t let me down, Cleo. I know this hurts today. But someday, we’ll be together again, celebrating victory.” He swept an arm to take in the entire gathering. “To me, you will always be the Virginia delegation to the Democratic convention in Chicago. Keep fighting for the right thing. God bless you.”



MARVIN MYERS FLEW across town in a hired car, changed into a freshly starched white shirt and fire-engine-red tie, and sat enthroned on the set at the United Center. A makeup artist patted his face with a powder sponge while a technician inserted an earpiece into his right ear. Myers then shared the shocking news: according to “high-ranking Democratic Party officials,” Salmon Stanley had spent the morning begging Bob Long to be his running mate and had been rejected. This “stunning development” was “a deep embarrassment for Senator Stanley” and a “major setback in his efforts to unite the party,” intoned the anchor, who hung on Myers’s every word.

In the control room, joy abounded. This was cable television heaven.

The anchor turned serious, asking Myers to put the news in its proper context.

“This is the tenth Democratic convention I have covered and my seventeenth party convention overall,” said Myers, with characteristic self-reference. “The last time I can recall a Democratic presidential nominee in such dire circumstances was George McGovern in 1972. Recall that after Senator Thomas Eagleton stepped down from the ticket after admitting to receiving electroshock treatment for depression, McGovern was turned down by Ted Kennedy, among others, before finally settling on Sargent Shriver. That ticket went down to defeat in a forty-nine-state landslide.”

“Marvin, I understand you have learned who may be his second choice,” the anchor cued Myers.

“That is correct. Sources in the Stanley campaign tell me that the senator has ruled out Governor Terry Tinford of Tennessee, who was closely tied to the Virginia delegation controversy,” Myers said authoritatively. He paused, allowing the drama to build. “Stanley will select Governor Elizabeth Hafer of Pennsylvania, making her the first woman vice presidential candidate since Geraldine Ferraro in 1984.”

For the next hour the anchor updated the story with insights gleaned from professors from universities and think tanks. It was unclear whether any of these academics had ever worked on a campaign or even knew what they were talking about. But who cared? Certainly not the cable news executives who watched it all with a mixture of smugness and joy. This was news!



SAL STANLEY SAT ALONE in his suite, following the coverage on television with muted resignation. Only Michael Kaplan was allowed in the bubble at moments like this. Sometimes the silence stretched for long periods. Kaplan could read his friend’s moods. He knew it was best to say nothing when watching your life crash on television, like a train wreck in slow motion.

“Long sure paid us back,” observed Stanley matter-of-factly.

“Bob took it like the loser he is,” Kaplan answered with contempt. “We offered to rescue him from oblivion, and this is how he responds. He’s finished.”

“Get Betsy Hafer on the phone,” said Stanley. “Let’s make some history and get this convention back under control.”



THE PHONE IN TERRY Tinford’s hotel room rang at two minutes after nine.

“Governor, are you watching CNN?” It was the chairman of the Tennessee Democratic Party. “Marvin Myers is reporting that Stanley has picked Betsy Hafer.”

It felt like a hard punch to the gut. “That can’t be true,” Tinford stammered. “That must be a rumor they put out to throw the media off.”

“Turn on the television.”

Tinford hung up and reached for the remote control. His hands were shaking. Without him, Salmon Stanley would never have prevailed in the credentials fight and would never have won the presidential nomination. He had risked his own future to help Stanley after being assured he would be considered for vice president. Now he had not only been stabbed in the back, he was learning of his betrayal on television.

“Betsy Hafer?” Tinford screamed to his chief of staff, his voice dripping with pain. “She’s a total lightweight. She’s been in office less than two years!”

“She’s a woman,” the man replied. “Stanley lied through his teeth—or should I say Michael Kaplan’s teeth.”

The full weight of the observation took Tinford’s breath away. He had been played for a fool. He was about to reply when the jangling phone startled him. His chief of staff reached for it. “Speak of the devil,” he said.

Tinford took the phone. “Hello, Mike.”

“Governor, the majority leader asked me to call. He is selecting Betsy Hafer. He will call later, but wanted me to tell you that you were seriously considered and that it was a very tough call.”

“I appreciate that,” replied Tinford. He did not add that he had already learned of the decision on television.

“Terry, you covered yourself with glory, the way you handled this,” continued Kaplan. “The senator appreciates it. We’ll find something for you down the road. The vice presidency was just more than the system could bear right now.”

“I understand, Mike. Tell the senator I think the world of Betsy. I’ve served with her as a governor. She’s great.”

“Sal will appreciate that, Terry. Coming from you, that means a lot.”

“Count on my help in the fall campaign,” he lied again. Tinford lied not to gain any further advantage but to protect his own deeply bruised ego.

“Terry, we don’t forget our friends,” Kaplan said.

“Right,” said Tinford, the edge in his voice betraying his bitterness. He hung up, stunned. As he saw it, Stanley had passed on a border-state centrist, opting instead for a northeastern liberal, a woman governor with less than two years in office, utterly lacking in national or foreign policy experience. Tinford wondered if Stanley had a death wish.
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BETSY HAFER’S SELECTION ELECTRIFIED the convention. Just as Stanley and Kaplan had hoped, it handed the media a new narrative: the first woman vice presidential nominee in decades. The Stanley campaign banked on bouncing the credentials fight from the front pages so that they could get back on offense. In this single bold stroke, Stanley believed, he could step over the political corpse of Bob Long and replace the story of a split convention with a picture of a united and energized Democratic Party.

But obstacles remained. Long supporters, nearly half the convention delegates, remained bitter and unbowed, and Long had yet to endorse Stanley. The convention was still threatening to spin out of control.

The Stanley campaign decided to highlight the Hafer selection with a rally where the two nominees appeared together in public for the first time. They hastily staged it in Millennium Park the afternoon of the final day of the convention. Police estimated the crowd at eight thousand. Against strenuous objections from the Secret Service, the candidates arrived by hot-air balloon, floating down on the lawn like Julie Andrews and Dick Van Dyke in Mary Poppins, warmly embraced by their spouses and the roar of the crowd. Walking across the field hand in hand, they bounded up onto the stage to the beat of U2’s hit song “One” and stood before a navy blue backdrop emblazoned with the new campaign logo (it now included Hafer’s name below Stanley’s) and the slogan “Moving America Forward, Together.” Thousands of American flags were waving to the beat of the music while the candidates embraced and waved to the crowd. Dozens of cameras and print reporters and bloggers stood on a riser in the back, stunned by the euphoria and excitement that Stanley and Hafer elicited from the crowd.

Stanley looked like a male Gap model in a pair of olive chinos and a blue, open-collared shirt with sleeves rolled up, sans coat and tie. He appeared at ease and confident, fully in charge. Hafer looked stunning, her body-hugging pink pantsuit accessorized with a string of pearls and three-inch heels that flattered her figure and conveyed feminine sophistication and power. Her brown hair, perfectly coiffed with a touch of blond highlights, wafted in the wind. Giddy with joy, she flashed a triumphant thumbs-up to the crowd, her body swaying to the thumping music. She grinned effervescently and a bit too enthusiastically, occasionally glancing at her bouncing husband, whose wild eyes seemed to say, “Can you believe we got this lucky?” Women in the crowd wore pink buttons with black letters that read “A Woman’s Place Is in the House—the White House.”

The effect was magical. Stanley, his teeth bared in an irrepressible smile, bobbed on his toes as the full-throated adoration of the audience cascaded over him. Like an aging rocker at a ’70s rock band reunion concert, Stanley pumped a clenched fist in the air, revealing a growing circle of perspiration beneath his arm. The temperature on the stage topped out at ninety-two degrees. One could almost imagine the crowd raising cigarette lighters and chanting, “‘Free Bird’!”

“Thank you all for coming. My friends, in choosing our vice presidential nominee, my criteria were simple,” Stanley bellowed, his hands gripping the podium. “I wanted someone who shared my vision of moving America forward. Second, I wanted someone who was ready to be president if called upon to serve. And third, I wanted a vice president who would represent every single citizen in the country. I found someone truly special who fulfills every one of those criteria in Governor Elizabeth Hafer.” The crowd roared.

“Many of the comments about Governor Hafer have focused on the fact that she is a woman,” he continued. Scattered applause.

He paused for effect.

“As you can see, she is, in fact…a woman,” he deadpanned, to peals of laughter. He turned to her and smiled warmly. “But I did not choose her because she is a woman.” (This, of course, was pure fiction. No one believed for a minute that Stanley would have chosen Hafer if she were a man.) “I chose her because she has dedicated herself to children, is committed to public service, and is an outstanding governor and a terrific leader. Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the next vice president of the United States, Elizabeth Hafer.”

“Bet-sy! Bet-sy! Bet-sy!” the crowd chanted.

Hafer hugged Stanley’s neck. He pecked her on the cheek. It was a delicate and asexual kiss—his lips had never puckered. The political choreography finished, she moved tentatively to the podium, and jerked her head back, her eyes wide, visibly emotional. Her heart raced. She fought back tears, wondering if all the hope and history she symbolized was a cause for celebration—or a burden. As she leaned into the microphone, one thought kept rattling in her brain like a stainless-steel ball in a pinball machine: Don’t screw up.

“First, let me thank Senator Stanley for this high honor,” she fairly shouted. The crowd applauded, allowing her to catch her breath. She felt her throat constricting. The computer chip that carried a digital version of her stump speech began to play in her head, and she plowed ahead seamlessly. “I am the daughter of a steelworker. I was the first woman in my family to graduate from college. My father worked for forty years in a steel mill to give me and my three brothers a brighter future. He never imagined that his only daughter would be standing before you today as the Democratic nominee for vice president of the United States.”

“It’s about time!” someone shouted. Everyone laughed.

“My life has been a living embodiment of the American dream. Our challenge is to fulfill that promise for every…single…American.” Her voice had a tinny quality to it, like a piano slightly out of tune, as if she was so focused on her words that she had failed to calibrate their delivery. “I am a wife and mom. And I think that when it comes to issues like education and affordable health care, it’s about time we had the perspective of a mother in the White House.” (Wild applause and cheering.) “Thank you for the privilege of serving with a man who will make a truly great president. To you, to Senator Stanley, I make this pledge: I will not let you down.”

The U2 song boomed on cue, blaring from gigantic speakers. Confetti guns fired colored strips of paper across the stage as the two couples linked arms and raised their hands in a classic campaign pose. Stanley was euphoric. His hat trick had worked. For the first time since the credentials flap had threatened to sink his candidacy, he was back in charge. As they walked off the stage, the music boomed and the cheers of the crowd echoed in their ears.

In contrast to her running mate, Hafer found herself gripped by a disconcerting thought. She wondered whether, in their hurry to put the Long rejection behind him, Stanley’s campaign had bothered to thoroughly check her background. A rush of distant memories filled her head: old romances, her college years, youthful experimentation with drugs, and more. She had filled out a questionnaire months earlier, but had heard nothing further until that morning’s phone call from Michael Kaplan. It had all happened so fast. She wondered if Stanley knew that she was certain to come under withering attack, and whether he would distance himself from her when she did.



SIX BLOCKS AWAY, in a makeshift office on the third floor of a nondescript warehouse building, the Republican rapid-response team swung into action. Like everyone else in Chicago, the GOP had not seen the Hafer pick coming. Now they scrambled to define her before she could define herself.

In a large room known as “the Pit,” a dozen opposition researchers chattered away on cell phones and banged away at laptops like stressed-out, sleep-deprived coeds high on diet pills. Fast food wrappers were strewn across their desks. They downed Diet Cokes and inhaled junk food, surfing the Internet like miners looking for gold. They scoured the Pennsylvania state Senate website, flew through a database of executive orders and proclamations Hafer had issued as governor, and searched Lexis-Nexis. Some speed-dialed GOP legislators who had served with her in the state Senate and the consultants who ran campaigns against her, asking probing questions about her record.

Taylor Sullivan paced the floor ferociously. He wore a telephone headset on his shaved head, which shone under the fluorescent lights, carried a piece of paper scribbled with notes, and occasionally hiked up his wool-blend suit pants to cover his bulging belly. He chewed an unlit cigar. He was in full spin mode, shouting talking points in staccato bursts like an army drill sergeant.

“Elizabeth Hafer provides balance to the ticket?” he screamed. “What are you smoking?” He cleared his throat before unloading. “As a state senator, Hafer voted against the death penalty for cop killers, against a ban on partial birth abortion, against putting ‘In God We Trust’ on diplomas for state technical colleges, and she voted forty-two times for higher taxes, including higher property taxes. She’s Ted Kennedy in pumps!”

Sullivan ripped his headset from its battery pack and flung it across the room.

“I’m sick of these reporters. I have to spoon-feed them like babies.” He glared at his assistant across the room as though it were his fault. “We need to shift the narrative. Get me a grenade I can roll into their tea party! Now!”

As if on command, one of the researchers bounded in from the Pit and handed him a grainy fax of an old newspaper clipping. The photo was black, the typeface smeared and barely legible. The researcher was grinning foolishly.

“What have you got?” Sullivan asked impatiently.

“It’s kind of hard to read,” said the researcher. “It’s an interview Hafer gave in her first campaign for Congress. She says terrorism is ‘primarily an expression of a tragic misunderstanding between Muslims and the Western world.’ She compares Christian leaders in the United States who criticize Islam to terrorists on Al-Jazeera. She says they are ‘morally equivalent.’ Direct quote.”

“This is a three-bell ringer,” said Sullivan, a nasty grin breaking out on his face, his eyes scanning the text like a supermarket bar code reader. “Will they say we took it out of context?”

“They’ll try. But we have the full interview.”

“Get this to Merryprankster.com,” Sullivan ordered.

Merryprankster.com was to political scandal what British tabloids were to royal family shenanigans. The gossip and news website averaged over four million unique visitors a day and was indispensable show prep for conservative radio talk show hosts. Fashioning itself as a wire service for the new media, it had made a big splash in the previous presidential election when it gained access to the raw data from network exit polls, demonstrated that their demographic turnout models were flawed, and correctly predicted a Republican victory. Merryprankster.com had become a brand name of the new media. In a media universe once dominated by Henry Luce and Bill Paley, the bloggers, Internet smear artists, and Web-based rumormongers now ruled the day.

A satisfied smile slowly crossed Sullivan’s beefy face. He knew that within the hour the Hafer story would be splashed across the home page of Merryprankster as a web exclusive! beneath the screaming headline, “Hafer: Christian Leaders’ ‘Moral Equivalent’ of Terrorists.” Like a side of beef dropped in a shark tank, this two-decade-old news clip would send the talk jocks into a feeding frenzy. Stanley and Hafer were about to get hammered.

The researcher bounded toward the door, only to be stopped cold by another shout from Sullivan. “This is great stuff. Get me more!”

Another crazy grin from the researcher. He returned to the Pit to dig some more.



SENATOR STANLEY ACCEPTED THE Democratic nomination for president at the United Center to an uproarious and cathartic reception. It was an electric moment. Banners waved, delegates held children aloft, and eyes turned toward the family box, where Stanley’s wife and children beamed. The convention floor was a sea of blue signs with white letters proclaiming, time for change.

Stanley was introduced by a ten-minute biographical video with the production values of a Hollywood movie. Gigantic screens went black and the hall fell dark and silent. The audience began to clap in time.

“Stan-ley! Stan-ley! Stan-ley!”

They expected Stanley to emerge from behind the curtain and stride onstage. Then, unexpectedly, a single spotlight hit the podium—Stanley was already there, raised by an elevator below the stage. The hall exploded.

The cheering lasted for five solid minutes. Lifting his hands to his sides and raising them up and down like a quarterback trying to silence fans before the ball snap, he implored the delegates to let him speak. But they ignored him.

Finally, the crowd quieted down and Stanley began, slowly and deliberately. An air horn blew in the background. Someone shouted his name from the rafters. As he spoke his opening line, Long delegates from California, the South, and several border states quietly rose from their seats and walked out of the hall. Hundreds of them—heads bowed, eyes staring unseeing, and hands at their sides—moved down the aisles in a staged walkout. Scattered boos rained down on them as they exited. Stanley campaign floor whips moved quickly to place friendly delegates in the empty seats, but the hall was jammed beyond capacity and the fire marshals had blocked the entrances. A few people began to shove one another. Stanley whips and police slid into position to prevent another outbreak of violence. In the corner, out of camera range, a Long delegate gave a policeman a piece of his mind and was wrestled to the floor, handcuffed, and quickly hustled out an underground passageway.

Stanley ignored the commotion and plowed ahead.

“My father was a mailman who taught me the importance of dreaming big and believing in myself. My mother was a devoted wife and homemaker who believed there was no higher calling than caring for her children.” The Norman Rockwell picture he painted stood in sharp contrast to the caricature of him drawn by conservative critics as a far-left liberal out of touch with American values.

Next Stanley launched into a scathing indictment of the Republican administration’s alleged misdeeds and incompetence. He ticked off the litany of failures by the incumbent party. A botched covert operation in Iran, the inadequate response to an earthquake in California (fifty-eight electoral votes!), a ballooning budget deficit, tax breaks for the wealthy paid for with higher Medicare premiums for seniors—his catalog of horrors consumed two and a half pages of the text.

Then he delivered the kill line. “They promised us compassionate conservatism, but they delivered neither compassion nor conservatism. It is not compassionate to forsake the least and the lost; it is not conservative to double the national debt.” A slow roar began to build. “To cut taxes for their wealthy friends, they have saddled our children with a debt they can never repay. My friends, they had their chance, they failed, and now it is time for a change.”

The hall rumbled with cheering and foot stomping. The delegates celebrated in full-throated wonder: Here was someone who would fight back! Here stood a candidate who would not outsource the dirty work of tearing down his opponent to the labor unions and Section 527 interest groups. He would do it himself! He understood: when your opponent hits you, you had to deck him.

Stanley warmed to the applause, and then made an announcement that his advisors had debated all day. “Tonight I challenge the vice president to meet me in the city of his choosing one week from tonight for a discussion of the challenges we face as a nation. I propose that we do so every week between now and Election Day. No hiding in the Rose Garden. Let the debates begin!”

The roof nearly came off the hall. Everyone knew the vice president (the Republican presidential nominee) would decline. But Stanley was on offense.

The Stanley campaign had reluctantly concluded, while planning his acceptance speech, that the Virginia delegation fight could not be ignored. Stanley was three-quarters of the way through his speech, heading into his peroration, when he reached the words that had been added to the text only an hour before the speech. Looking directly into the bank of cameras, he spoke softly and with uncharacteristic empathy.

“To supporters of Governor Long, let me commend you for reinvigorating the Democratic Party. Your campaign was one of hope and optimism, and represented the best of our great party. Tonight I ask for your support. Your job is not done yet. There is far more that unites us than divides us. Let us link arms and restore our government to the people to whom it belongs.”

The applause that greeted this line was muted. Television cameras panned to the empty seats that had once held Long delegates. As Stanley beamed before the adoring delegates, Bob Long sat in a hotel suite four blocks away, pointedly refusing to issue an endorsement or show up for the speech. The Democratic Party had come to Chicago to exorcise the demons of two generations earlier. In the same city that had witnessed Richard Daley’s blue-helmeted police cracking the heads of youthful Vietnam War protesters, the Democrats had staged a divided convention. Back then, the Democrats had never recovered, and Hubert Humphrey had narrowly lost to Richard Nixon.

Like a recurring nightmare, history was repeating itself.



HUNKERED DOWN IN ITS warehouse bunker, the Republican war room swung into action. Salmon Stanley had declared war on the GOP, denouncing eight years of the administration’s record, and they were not about to let him get away with it.

“Look, they promised a convention that would focus on their candidate, and they promised a positive campaign,” bellowed Taylor Sullivan into the telephone to yet another reporter, his thirtieth press interview of the day. He pulled the unlit cigar from his clenched teeth and spat into a wastepaper basket. “After the four nights, and this includes Stanley’s acceptance speech, a word-by-word analysis of the prime-time speeches is as follows: forty-eight percent of the content of the speeches consisted of attacks on the vice president or the president, twenty-one percent praised the Democratic nominee, and the remaining thirty-one percent represented what might be called filler. So in terms of whether they are running a positive or a negative convention, I’d say case closed.”

Before him lay a single sheet of paper with facts and figures. His eyes darted across the page, absorbing the data, then spewing it out like a Gatling gun.

“I’m not overstating it,” he barked. “If anything, we’re underestimating the extent to which their convention is a venom-soaked hatefest consisting of personal attacks and insults. Tonight Reverend Joe Johnson even accused the vice president of being a racist. But we’re not even counting those caustic comments in the total because they were not made during prime time. If anything, we’re understating the negativity. The Democrats have staged a pageant of personal attacks, pessimism, and the politics of personal destruction.”

He hung up the phone. Maybe the press would actually report the facts for once. If the campaign could hold the Democrats to a postconvention “bounce” of less than ten points, winning the fall campaign would be easier.



BOB LONG WATCHED THE speech in his hotel suite with Claire and a clutch of aides. The room was tense and quiet. Two empty bottles of red wine sat on the counter of the wet bar. People were blowing off steam.

As Stanley finished and the traditional balloon drop began, Long rose from his chair and broke the silence. “It’s the same old tired line. I don’t see him moving voters in southern Ohio or eastern Kentucky with a speech this liberal and populist.”

“Unbelievable,” agreed Jay Noble. “He’s channeling William Jennings Bryan. Instead of reaching to the middle he lurches to the left on both the veep pick and the acceptance speech. He’s not going to add any new voters.”

“How much of a bounce will he get from the Hafer pick?” asked Long.

“Three points, maybe four. It will be gone in two weeks,” predicted Jay. The prospect of Stanley falling flat on his face infused the room with morbid cheeriness.

“She’s an attractive candidate,” Long offered, trying not to appear too interested in the running mate slot he had rejected. “She’s good-looking. And she has charisma.”

“Honey, honestly, Betsy Hafer is an empty suit,” Claire corrected him. She was in a fighting mood, having just polished off her third glass of wine in an hour. “Her coal miner’s daughter shtick is such revolting pap.”

Long flinched. “Her father was a steelworker, not a coal miner.”

“Whatever,” said Claire, rolling her eyes.

Noble found it amazing that Stanley had gone over Long’s head and spoken directly to his supporters. It was a deliberate and stunning slight. Such a move could only be the product of astonishing hubris. Stanley believed Long would sit out the election and was therefore irrelevant. Either way, Stanley was clearly done negotiating with the Long camp. He had moved on.

Now the ball was in Long’s court. No one knew what he would do.



IN A SKYBOX HIGH above the stage at the United Center, Michael Kaplan was the man of the hour. He circulated amidst a crush of sycophants and straphangers, watching his best friend deliver the most important speech of his career. To his satisfaction, Stanley had performed ably. Donors and fund-raisers flitted about him like moths around a flame. They lathered him with flattery, heaped praise on his every word, and shoved business cards into his hand with sweaty palms. They knew if Stanley went to the White House, Kaplan would be the gatekeeper, and could fulfill their dreams: ambassador to an exotic foreign posting or an appointment to a prestigious government board. Kaplan could make it all happen with a single word. He was the candy man.

“Mike, the senator was brilliant tonight,” one check bundler blubbered, the stench of red wine on his breath mixed with halitosis. “I think it was the best speech he has ever given. What can the Republicans do? He killed them!”

“The majority leader always rises to the occasion, and tonight was no different,” said Kaplan, always on message.

Kaplan’s cell phone rang and he excused himself. He stepped to the back corner of the suite to take the call. He recognized the area code and prefix of the number displayed on the screen matched the offices of the Washington Post.

“Mike, Dan Dorman with the Post.”

“Hello, Dan. If you’re looking for a quote on the majority leader’s speech, I think I’ll let what he said from the podium speak for itself.”

Dorman ignored him. “Actually, I have a different issue, and I’d like a comment from you or someone from the campaign,” he said in a dull monotone.

“Sure, what is it?”

“We’re reporting in tomorrow’s paper that the affidavits submitted to the credentials committee by your Virginia delegates, which were prepared by the law firm of G.G. Hoterman, were false. We also will report that some witnesses were paid by the campaign to give misleading testimony. According to several sources, some of them perjured themselves.”

Kaplan almost dropped his phone. “That’s a serious charge, Dan. We stand by the testimony of our witnesses. So I think your question is better directed at the credentials committee,” he shot back.

“It is serious,” replied Dorman. “That’s why I want to get your side. I’d like to have you in this story. But if you refuse to comment, this is going on the front page. Is that what you want the morning after Stanley accepts the nomination?”

“Are you threatening me, Dan?”

“Not at all,” Dorman said. “I’m just saying there are two sides to the story. If we have a comment from you, we can run them both. If you refuse to comment, it seems to me that makes it an even bigger story. That’s all.”

“Give me a break,” sneered Kaplan. “That’s blackmail.”

“Those are your words, not mine,” Dorman shot back. “My deadline is in forty-five minutes, so have someone call me soon.”

The room seemed to be spinning. Kaplan blinked. Through the fog he could see the puffy faces of members of the campaign finance team. In the background he could make out Sal Stanley onstage, accompanied by his wife and daughters and Elizabeth Hafer and her family, bathed in klieg lights. But the images were out of focus. He had hoped that the worst of the convention was behind them, and that the Hafer pick had turned the corner. But the Post was going to hammer them across the kneecaps tomorrow. On the front page.

Kaplan fumbled with his cell phone. He needed to find G.G. Hoterman—and fast.
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G.G. HOTERMAN WAS A big, brazen bulldozer of a man, with the girth of an aging football player and the grace of a confidence man. The most prominent and well-connected Democratic lobbyist in Washington, his client list read like the stock portfolio of a blue-chip investor: AT&T, Apple, General Electric, Philip Morris, and Coca-Cola. His ties to the Democratic Party were evident in his representation of the AFL-CIO, the American Trial Lawyers Association, and the Motion Picture Association of America. His firm also represented numerous foreign governments, among them Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, and Mexico. His biggest clients paid him up to $1 million a year to open doors in Washington. Others paid him $10,000 a month not to hurt them.

At 6 A.M. the morning after the Democratic convention, the barrel-chested Hoterman emerged from the Four Seasons Hotel and squinted through the fog drifting in from Lake Michigan. The sky was still black. A woman emerged behind him, and together they stepped into a chauffeur-driven black Town Car that whisked them to O’Hare Airport, where they would shortly board a chartered aircraft.

The upheaval at the Democratic convention in Chicago had reverberated all the way to the nation’s capital, raising questions about how the credentials committee had arrived at the decision to seat the Stanley delegation from Virginia. The Washington Post reported that the Virginia State Police were investigating whether witnesses committed perjury in exchange for cash payments. The police were mulling a criminal referral to the Justice Department, which would land like a hand grenade at the feet of a Republican attorney general, putting him in the awkward position of deciding whether to prosecute Sal Stanley’s campaign operatives.

Worse, the affidavits of tainted witnesses had been prepared by Hoterman & Schiff, the most prominent Democratic law firm in Washington.

For Hoterman, it was just another day at the office. Nestled in the leather of the car’s backseat, he was a study of control. Emblazoned across the front page of the Post, above the fold, was an unflattering photo of him (he wondered where they’d found such an ugly picture), but he studied it and the accompanying story with practiced detachment. It was not his first brush with controversy. His first dustup had come decades earlier when his former boss, a member of the House Appropriations Committee, inserted an earmark benefiting a Hoterman client—a client that had subsequently paid Hoterman a $500,000 bonus. Hoterman had been dragged through the mud but emerged largely unscathed. Every time his name surfaced in another imbroglio, it only added to his mystique. The press had used his name to sell magazines and newspapers for years; it was one of the many occupational hazards of being G.G. Hoterman. He picked up the car’s cell phone and dialed the home of his firm’s managing partner, Anthony Piccillo, who panted as he talked because he was jogging on his treadmill at home.

“Tony, have you seen the Post?”

“I’m reading about you, G.G.,” Piccillo huffed.

“How bad do you think it is?”

“It’s rough. The sister of one Stanley delegate claims he lied to the credentials committee because he was promised an ambassadorship. If that’s true, it’s a felony. There were payments to a number of delegates and Virginia executive committee members from a pro-Stanley 527. Other delegates may have perjured themselves, including the brother of our associate Deirdre.”

“Perjury is hard to prove, in this case,” observed Hoterman. “It’s he said, she said. Unless someone has notes or a tape recording.”

“Or emails. Who knows what’s out there?”

“Sure. But this is a party matter. Can you charge someone with a crime for saying something false in a political proceeding?”

“It’s not that simple, G.G.,” answered Tony. “The witnesses submitted affidavits to the credentials committee. In addition, some people were deposed by Long’s lawyers in his lawsuit against the Virginia Democratic Party. Those are sworn statements. If they were deliberately false, that’s a felony perjury rap.”

“Good grief,” Hoterman replied. “It’s like Clinton without the sex.” He collected his thoughts for a moment. “Tony, given the connection to Deirdre’s brother, we need to retain outside counsel.”

“Already on it,” Tony reported with characteristic efficiency. “Everyone’s lawyering up. I spoke with Walter Shapiro at Webster & Underwood. He’s the best—and a Republican, which I like, given the dynamics of a Republican Justice Department.”

“He’s extremely capable. Will he do it?”

“He was favorably inclined, and asked all the right questions. He doesn’t have a conflict. He just said he needed to check with his partners.”

“Well, move quickly. The sharks are circling, and there’s blood in the water. But it isn’t mine. I think it’s Mike Kaplan’s.”

“What a nightmare,” agreed Piccillo.

“Listen, I’m getting ready to get on an airplane, but I’ll be reachable in about two hours. Call me as soon as you hear from Shapiro.”

Hoterman hung up the phone and turned to Deirdre Rahall, the strikingly attractive thirty-one-year-old blond associate who was now in the eye of a storm. She wore size four designer jeans, a silk pullover, and black Ferragamo boots that matched her gold-buckled Prada purse. Her thick blond hair flowed down her long neck and fell across her shoulders. Two newspapers rested on her lap, and the passing streetlights lit up her face with strobe-like bursts. Her translucent blue eyes were filled with worry.

“I’m sorry we’ve been sucked into this mess. Brace yourself,” warned G.G.

“I talked to my brother,” Deirdre said.

“I hope he’s not talking.”

“No, he knows better. He’s dodging press calls. They’re asking about you.”

“They’re a pack of jackals,” Hoterman sighed. “Tell him not to worry. The firm will get him a lawyer. And I mean a bulldog. Tell him to stay off email. Anything he has said or written down or says or writes down from now on is discoverable.”

Hoterman’s razor-sharp counsel was borne of experience. He was the most dominant player in Washington not in public office, combining entrepreneurial acumen with the skill of a fixer. Hoterman & Schiff had reported $55 million in lobbying fees the previous year, billings that did not include what he jokingly called the “reading and writing” lawyers, those who represented hedge funds, venture capital firms, and other Wall Street entities. Copyright infringement cases and class-action lawsuits were the firm’s specialty. In a single class-action suit, Hoterman’s firm had won a $455 million judgment. The firm had celebrated by flying all its partners and their spouses to Hawaii that year for a week at an exclusive resort on Maui.

Hoterman’s rapid-fire instructions and overwhelming confidence made Deirdre feel safe. That was how she’d felt the moment she first laid eyes on him three years earlier, when she was fresh out of the government affairs division of an Internet company and working for another attorney in the firm. Deirdre was a woman in a hurry. She had bumped into him at a fund-raiser at the firm and flirted with him shamelessly. The attraction had been powerful—and mutual. Deirdre placed her hand in his, and he squeezed it. He pulled her closer until her body pressed against his and she nestled her head against his shoulder. He looked down and smiled his winning smile.



THE SUN WAS JUST peeking over the horizon at O’Hare as Jay Noble stepped out of a cab. He wasn’t sure where he was going other than as far from the Windy City and his shattered dreams as an airplane could take him.

“Do you have a reservation?” asked the woman at the United Airlines counter.

“No. I want to buy a first-class, one-way ticket.”

“To what destination?”

“Mexico,” he said. Jay had a cheery thought of sunny beaches and margaritas.

“And what city in Mexico?”

Jay recalled that in a previous life, when he was a partner in a political consulting firm, he had pitched a gubernatorial candidate in Mexico’s Camilla district. They had met at an ecofriendly resort that placed a premium on preserving natural habitat. Teeming with wildlife and hiking trails, it was a model of ecotourism. They had lunch overlooking the Pacific, watching a school of dolphins beyond the rocky cliffs. Noble had not gotten the business, but he’d never forgotten the place. He wasn’t sure of the resort’s name, but he remembered that he had flown into Manzanillo.

The ticketing agent’s fingers flew across her computer keyboard as she wrinkled her nose. “The direct flight is oversold…mmmm…I can get you there with a connection through Mexico City. That flight departs in one hour.”

“That will work,” Noble replied. He handed her a credit card, fumbled through his briefcase for his passport, and headed for the departure gate. He wanted to lick his wounds in private, to lie on the beach and figure out what to do with the rest of his life.

The round-trip ticket cost him a walk-up fare of $975, but he didn’t care. His commission on Long’s media buy in the primaries had been 3 percent of a $90 million television and radio buy—15 percent commission to the media placement firm, of which Jay had received one-fifth as the senior campaign strategist—so he had cleared $2.7 million just on paid media. He would make another $2.5 million or so on direct mail through a company in which he was a partner. Ironically, Jay had gotten rich losing the biggest campaign of his life.

Noble boarded the airplane, reclining in his seat in the first-class cabin, and scanned the three newspapers and two magazines he’d bought at a newsstand. On the cover of all three newspapers was a color photo of Salmon Stanley and Betsy Hafer, arms raised in victory, surrounded by their smiling families, with red, white, and blue balloons falling in the foreground. The twenty-point headline in the New York Times blared: “Stanley Accepts Democratic Nomination, Vows in Fiery Speech to Wage Aggressive Campaign.”

Noble flipped to the jump page, scanning the copy until his eye saw a boxed story on Long in the lower right-hand corner. A paragraph caught his attention:

For the Democrats, Long’s snub marred an otherwise celebratory evening, recalling haunting memories of previous party fissures. It marked the first time a leading candidate refused to publicly endorse the Democratic presidential nominee since segregationist Strom Thurmond staged a walkout at the 1948 convention, bolting the party to run as a Dixiecrat. Stanley strategists worked feverishly to persuade Long to join Stanley on stage for the traditional show of support. But Long rejected their entreaties and remained cloistered in his hotel suite, defiant to the end, remaining tight-lipped on his future plans.


Terrific, thought Noble. The New York Times was now comparing Bob Long to Strom Thurmond. He had begged Long to take the vice presidential nomination. But Long, egged on by Claire (influenced either by her own bitterness, or a Bloody Mary or two, or both), had turned it down. Jay had also advised Long to go to the convention hall and endorse Stanley—advice Long had ignored. Why did Long want Jay around if he wasn’t going to listen to him? Now Long was probably finished politically.



THE BLACK SEDAN PULLED up on the tarmac and came to a stop next to a Gulfstream 5 jet. Not many lobbyists owned their own jets. But G.G. was no ordinary lobbyist. Besides his law firm, he presided over a business empire known as “Hoterman, Inc.” He was a partner in gourmet restaurants in Washington, New York, and South Beach, a ski lodge in Jackson Hole, a film production studio in Los Angeles, a quail hunting lodge in south Georgia, and a golf course in Las Vegas. A decade earlier he had joined the board of a software company, and he sold his stock options for millions. He cofounded a boutique investment bank with offices in New York, Tokyo, London, and Hong Kong. He owned a ski chalet in Vail, a house in the Hamptons, a lake house in the Adirondacks, and a mansion in McLean, Virginia. He kept corporate apartments in Manhattan and London. No one knew the exact size of Hoterman’s fortune, but in a cover story several years earlier, Forbes magazine had estimated that he was worth $55 million.

The driver opened the doors for G.G. and Deirdre, grabbed their bags, and loaded them into the luggage compartment. Hoterman’s cell phone rang.

“G.G., Mike Kaplan.”

“Hello, Mike, I’m glad you caught me. We’re just about to take off.” He waved Deirdre to the plane and stepped back into the car, closing the door. He didn’t feel like having this conversation with the smell of jet fuel and the roar of the plane’s engines in the background.

“I assume you’ve seen the Post?” asked Kaplan.

“Yes.”

“May I gingerly suggest that you have your attorney talk to our campaign’s general counsel, Duke Barrett, as soon as possible. This is going to get hairy.”

“You bet. We’re retaining outside counsel,” Hoterman said. “I can’t tell you who it is yet, but it will be a Republican, since we may have to deal with a Republican DOJ.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” replied Kaplan. “The Republicans would love nothing more than to slow-roast us with leaks from DOJ. That’s why we need to make sure these witnesses are taken care of. I assume you’ve taken steps to assure that Deirdre Rahall’s brother is buttoned up.”

“I don’t feel comfortable talking about him,” said Hoterman, his voice suddenly icy and distant. “He will have his own attorney—you should contact him. I won’t be talking to him, not now.”

“G.G., he’s your associate’s brother. The fate of the Democratic Party hangs in the balance,” Kaplan said, projecting gravitas. “I hope you grasp the seriousness of the situation.”

“Sure I do,” shot back G.G. “This is not my first rodeo, pal.”

“I know.”

“Mike, I hope no one promised anything in exchange for their testimony to the credentials committee. If what the Post is reporting happened, this is going to be hard to get back in the bottle.”

“The Post is selling newspapers,” replied Kaplan. “You know how it goes. Someone works hard on a campaign, someone says something about remembering their loyalty. They hear what they want to hear. There was no quid pro quo, and no violation of law, I assure you.”
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