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Praise for Nicolle Wallace and EIGHTEEN ACRES

“One of the best novels I’ve read about life in the White House. . . . Delicious. . . . Entertaining, sometimes moving.”

—The Washingon Post

“Nicolle Wallace actually knows what she’s talking about. . . . [Her] firsthand experience comes through.”

—USA Today

“A game-changer late in the campaign gives the plot a nice boost, revealing the strength of the female bonds.”

—Publishers Weekly

“This inside-the-beltway thriller about the first woman president has an authentic ring.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Wallace . . . infus[es] the story with the richness of her professional experiences. . . . A must for political junkies and fans of political fiction.”

—Library Journal

“When I finished reading Eighteen Acres, I missed its characters and wanted them back—which is novel feeling for me about a bunch of Republicans! It’s very funny, very reflective of some certain someones we all know, and it’s peppered throughout with true, smart insight into the fraught interdependence of top-tier politics and media in D.C. A great read.”

—Rachel Maddow

“An enjoyably gossipy dishing of inside-the-beltway residents of all persuasions.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Realistic characters and unusual insight into the West Wing. . . . There’s a certain irresistible quality to Eighteen Acres. The book is genuinely hard to put down, a testament to its well-drawn characters.”

—Associated Press

“Nicolle Wallace neatly melds the political and personal facets of public life to produce an absorbing suggestion of future possibilities in the American presidency in this absorbing novel.”

—BookPage

“Eighteen Acres is not a dirty politics exposé, if anything, it’s about teamwork, imperfect people trying to do the right thing, and an acknowledgment that working on the White House 18-acre ground is a privilege of a lifetime.”

—The Weekly Standard

“This hybrid model of commercial writing paired with a sharper regard for female characters is a rare find.”

—Bookslut
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For my husband, Mark



CHAPTER ONE

Melanie

Melanie pushed the tissue paper aside and gazed adoringly at the Dior bag she had splurged on for her thirty-seventh birthday. It was a ridiculous extravagance. The second most expensive bag in her closet was a Marc Jacobs she’d purchased on sale years before. The elegance of the two-thousand-dollar Dior purse would be lost on most of Melanie’s colleagues, but its perfection brought her a surprising amount of happiness.

As Melanie pulled the purse out of its protective cloth and removed the paper stuffed inside, she suddenly felt worried that all of her electronics wouldn’t fit into it properly. She looked at the three BlackBerrys—one for the classified e-mail system, one for the normal White House e-mail system, and one for her personal Yahoo account. She considered leaving one of them behind but thought better of it. Gently, she stacked the BlackBerrys, two phones, her ID for the West Wing, an ID and key for the underground command center she’d be evacuated to in case of a terrorist attack, her passes to the Pentagon and the State Department, an ID for the Camp David guard station, a West Wing parking pass, and her wallet and keys inside and closed it.

She stopped in front of the hallway mirror to attach her hard pin to the lapel of her black Armani pantsuit. The small, round pin bearing the presidential seal signaled to the United States Secret Service that she was to be granted full access to the president. Only a dozen White House staffers were given hard pins. She glanced at her reflection and nodded approvingly. Five years on a strict no-carbohydrate diet had banished her full cheeks, and the miracle of chemical straightening had finally tamed her red curls. Melanie’s hair hung in a stylish strawberry-blond bob. She scrunched her nose and leaned in to examine the creases and dark circles that rimmed her eyes. “Those look like the eyes of an old woman,” she said to herself before turning out the lights in her Georgetown condo and walking out.

“Morning guys,” she said to her agents as she hopped into the SUV that would take her less than two miles to the White House. She’d resisted full-time Secret Service protection at first, but on mornings like this, she was glad she’d relented. Snow had been falling since late the night before, and at five-thirty A.M., they would make fresh tracks.

“Happy birthday, Ms. Kingston,” Sherry said. Sherry was one of her regular agents. She turned around, smiled at Melanie, and handed her an envelope. “Open it—it’s from both of us,” she said, gesturing at Walter, Melanie’s other agent.

“Thanks, Sherry, but my birthday is a classified national security event. I didn’t even remind Char—er, President Kramer that it was today.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Walter said, glancing at Melanie in the rearview mirror as he navigated M Street in the snow. “And it’s not like she has the CIA or the FBI to turn to if she wants to find out for herself when her chief of staff’s birthday is, so you should be fine, Melanie.” He smirked. “Your secret is safe with us.”

“Shut up, Walter. Just keep your eyes on the road,” Melanie said.

“Yes, ma’am,” Walter said, still smiling.

A minute later, he pulled the car as close as possible to the entrance of the West Wing and jumped out to open the door for her.

Melanie stepped out of the SUV, holding her Dior bag protectively under her suit jacket so the fresh snow wouldn’t touch the leather. She wished she’d worn a coat, but she’d stopped dressing for the seasons years ago. It could be ninety-seven degrees outside, or minus seven, and the climate was always a cool sixty-six degrees inside the West Wing, where she’d be for the next sixteen hours.

Melanie climbed the single flight of stairs to her office and walked inside. Her assistant, Annie McKay, was already there.

“Happy birthday,” she whispered, even though no one else would have heard her if she’d yelled at the top of her lungs. Melanie always arrived before anyone else on the senior staff.

“Thanks, Annie,” Melanie said.

“Let me see it,” Annie said.

“What?” Melanie replied innocently, opening her suit jacket.

“Oh, my God, it is amazing—totally worth the splurge. It has elegant and expensive and woman of substance written all over it,” Annie exclaimed, standing to get a better look at the bag.

Melanie smiled. She settled in at her desk, casting an admiring glance at the fire that had already been lit in the fireplace. Cozy, Melanie thought. Maybe today won’t be so bad.

She looked around her spacious office on the main floor of the West Wing and wondered if it was her elevation to this most lonely job on the White House staff or growing fatigue from so many years in the political trenches that had made her reflective to the point of distraction.

Every room in the White House brought back a memory of a time when she had felt fortunate to be there. These days, she usually found herself standing in these rooms, asking—sometimes begging—the walls to talk to her. Sometimes the history that she and Charlotte were making struck her as embarrassingly overdue—many other countries had been ruled by women. And at other time, it was exhilarating to think that a new generation of women would grow up knowing that the glass ceiling had been shattered once and for all. But the vast majority of the time, Melanie’s life was exhausting, her assignments unseemly, and the rewards nonexistent.

She read the intelligence reports from the overnight, a memo from the national security advisor about troop reductions that would go to the president that morning, and the jobs report number that would be kept secret until eight-thirty A.M. She finished the front sections of the Wall Street Journal, the Washington Post, the New York Times, and Washington’s first official tabloid, the Washington Journal.

When she noticed that the sun had come up and brightened her office with an orange glow, she glanced up at one of her five televisions. She unmuted one of the stations just as it was teasing its lead story: “Coming up at seven A.M.: Is President Kramer AWOL on the economy? We’ll have some surprising reactions from our viewers to that very question.”

“The president is on her way to the Oval,” Annie said, appearing in Melanie’s door. “You should probably walk over. She’ll want to see you about the speech, I’m sure.”

“I’ll head over in a couple minutes,” Melanie said.

Melanie had been given a desktop device that told her where the president was at all times. “Wayfarer” was the president’s Secret Service code name, and whenever the president moved anywhere—other than the bathroom—an automated voice would announce her whereabouts: “Wayfarer departing residence. Wayfarer arriving Oval Office. Wayfarer departing Oval Office. Wayfarer arriving Cabinet Room.” The voice had driven Melanie crazy, so she’d moved the box to Annie’s desk, and it fell to Annie to inform her of the president’s movements.

Annie reappeared one minute later. “Sam just called. The president wants to see you,” she said. Samantha Cohen was the president’s assistant.

“Tell her I’m coming,” Melanie said. She stood up and walked the twenty-five feet to the Oval Office, stopping briefly at Sam’s desk.

“Morning, Samantha. Is anyone else in there?” Melanie asked, even though she knew no one would be.

“Nope, she’s waiting for you,” Sam said.

Melanie walked into the Oval Office and stood a few feet away from the president’s desk.

“Good morning, Madam President,” Melanie said.

“Good morning, Melanie,” the president said.

“How are we doing today?” Melanie asked.

“Crappy. Did you see the jobs number?” the president asked.

“Yes. One hundred thousand is better than they predicted. The markets might hold up,” Melanie said.

“I don’t think so. We’re going to get killed today. The story writes itself: ‘President Proves She Is Tone-deaf on Economy.’ I don’t know why I’m giving this speech in Detroit. Why couldn’t we go to Silicon Valley or New York or somewhere with an economy that isn’t in the toilet?” the president asked as she took her black Sharpie to the speech text and started slashing huge sections—a tactic she employed to show her displeasure and make staffers nervous.

Melanie’s head started to throb.

“Sam, get the boys from speechwriting down here,” Charlotte ordered. “This speech was either written by an idiot or someone got drunk last night and wrote it as a joke. The press will kill me if I say the economy has turned a corner. Tell that to the unemployed mother of four. Who writes this garbage, Melanie?”

Melanie sighed. She had told Ralph Giacamo, the White House political director and Melanie’s nemesis, that the president wouldn’t like the spin. He’d launched into a tirade about how he was in charge of getting her reelected and needed to have his voice heard on message matters. Melanie didn’t have the energy to fight with him, so his language remained in the draft that went to the president.

“Earth to Melanie? Did you even look at this?” the president snapped, tapping her perfect bone-colored high heel—a Manolo Blahnik, for sure—on the floor under her desk. The president always dressed in the same color from head to toe. Today she was in a crème skirt and matching belted jacket. She wore a silk camisole underneath and a single strand of tiny pearls. Her thick blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she didn’t have any makeup on yet. Her hair and makeup team came in at seven forty-five. From a distance, she could easily pass for someone fifteen years younger than her forty-seven years.

“Of course I did, Madam President, and I’m sorry it isn’t to your liking, Madam President. We’ll write you a new speech, my lady,” Melanie said, bowing her head down toward the president in an exaggerated act of deference. She stayed in that position until the president spoke.

“Oh, shut up, and stop with the bowing,” the president said, stifling a smile. She rose from her desk and walked over to one of the sofas. A fire burned in her fireplace. “This fire is a little much, don’t you think?” she said.

“It’s a little more robust than the one they lit in my fireplace,” Melanie said.

“Looks like a goddamn bonfire,” the president said, gesturing toward the sofa across from her for Melanie to sit.

Melanie laughed and sat down, relieved that Charlotte’s dark mood had passed. The president needed to be “on” for the trip to Detroit. Half a dozen small-business owners and a handful of members of Congress were flying on Air Force One with her for the speech, and if Charlotte were brooding the whole time, the trip would be a waste.

“Sam—will you please bring Melanie’s present in here?” Charlotte yelled. “And two cups of coffee with cream.” She turned to Melanie and broke into a full smile for the first time that morning. “Happy birthday, smart-ass,” Charlotte said.

“Oh, God, no presents, please. I’m trying to go to a happy place in my mind—a place where I’m not thirty-seven years old, single, childless, and working steps away from the office where I sat when I was twenty-three years old,” Melanie said, sinking into the couch and looking up at the ceiling.

“Oh, your life is so awful. You’re just the White House chief of staff, that’s all. What an underachiever you are. Open your present,” Charlotte said, smirking and pushing the gift toward Melanie. She let the speech scatter on the carpet beneath them.

Melanie picked up the carefully wrapped box. As she slowly untied the bow and removed the tape from the wrapping paper, Charlotte grew impatient.

“Hurry up, the speechwriters will be here soon,” the president said, grabbing the box from Melanie and removing the wrapping paper herself.

Melanie stared at the black Bulgari box and said softly, “Charlotte, what did you do?”

“You’ve been so depressed lately, I thought you needed to be cheered up,” Charlotte said. “Open it, already. This Hallmark moment has gone on too long.”

Melanie stood up to give her a hug.

“Open it first,” Charlotte squawked, pushing Melanie aside. “I have to go to Detroit in this damned blizzard to console the inconsolable about the crappy economy in a few minutes.”

Inside was a thin white-gold chain dotted with diamonds—the most tasteful and beautiful thing Melanie had ever seen and, by a factor of one million, the most elegant piece of jewelry she owned.

“Thank you so much. I love it,” Melanie said, sliding it over her head and admiring the way the long chain sparked against her black silk blouse.

She knew she was lucky to work for Charlotte, and it almost hadn’t happened. She had been planning to move back to Colorado with Charlotte’s predecessor, President Martin, to head up his presidential library. But then she’d agreed to meet with Charlotte two weeks after she’d won the election.

When she’d walked into the room for their first meeting, she’d been struck by how small Charlotte was. She was a natural blonde, but her hair looked like straw. It was her one feature that actually looked better on television than in person. The toll of the long, nasty campaign was apparent on Charlotte’s face. Her blue eyes looked gray, and the lines around her mouth that usually disappeared behind her campaign smile were deep. She was so thin that the black slacks and jacket she wore looked as if they belonged to someone else several sizes larger. She wore low heels that almost passed as sensible, but when she crossed her legs, Melanie noticed the red soles that gave away both the price tag and Charlotte’s commitment to fashion.

Melanie hadn’t wanted to like her enough to be tempted to say yes. She really hadn’t wanted to like her at all. There was a cushy job waiting for her in Colorado with “nine to five” and “private jet” written all over it if she agreed to take President Martin up on his offer. There was nothing tying her to D.C. She could have easily flipped her condo to someone in the new administration—even in a down economy, people would be looking for places to live close to the White House. But something had nagged at her. She felt a sense of obligation at least to go through the motions and meet with the president-elect during the transition.

Melanie had been told that President-elect Kramer had made a special trip to Washington to meet with her.

“Please call me Charlotte,” she’d said. “It took me two years to get used to ‘governor,’ and now all this ‘president-elect,’ and then ‘Madam President,’ who can keep track of it? Call me Charlotte—I insist,” she’d said.

She was smart and funny and self-deprecating. She’d seemed to have been handed a briefing paper so detailed about Melanie’s career that Melanie wondered if the FBI had been involved. After some small talk about the current unusually cold temperatures for Washington, Charlotte had told Melanie that she’d seen her on the Today show years earlier and that she had admired and tried to emulate her cheerful toughness in her own television appearances. She’d praised Melanie’s decision to have the president do weekly press conferences in media markets around the country instead of from the White House. She’d said she agreed with the outgoing president’s decision not to campaign on her behalf because of the ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which she must have known had been Melanie’s advice to the president.

Melanie’s defenses had been down. She was feeling more and more flattered by the minute. And the idea of being the highest-ranking staff person for the first female president in America’s history did capture her imagination. Despite the fact that in the recesses of her mind, she understood that it was all part of an elaborate scheme to entice her, she’d said yes on the spot to serving as chief of staff to the nation’s forty-fifth president.

That was three years ago. Melanie fingered the smooth gold chain around her neck and stared at the reflection that the diamonds made on the wall of the Oval Office.

“If you’re still in there, Melanie, you’re welcome,” the president said, waving her hand in front of Melanie’s face. “I’ll see you tonight. We need to talk about the campaign. I’m sorry I’m missing your party, but at least I’m taking Ralph off your hands.”

“Party? What party?” Melanie groaned.

“I told them you’d hate it, but as usual, nobody listened to me. Act surprised. Sam and Annie have been working on it for weeks.” The president turned back to her desk. “Sam, please tell the speechwriters to get on the helicopter. We have to write a new speech.”

Melanie turned to leave and smiled sympathetically at the speechwriters who were huddled in front of Samantha’s desk.

“Good luck, guys,” Melanie said. “I’ll throw Ralph under the bus later. She’s just being melodramatic. Roll with it.”

Melanie endured the senior staff singing “Happy Birthday” to her at their seven-thirty meeting. She took calls from most of the Cabinet members, wishing her a happy birthday and from many of the reporters she’d known from her eight years as press secretary for the previous president. Her parents sent a dozen white roses mixed with white tulips, her favorite flowers. But nothing could have prepared her for her own reaction to the slide show that the White House staff assembled to pay tribute to her fifteen years of service.

Thank God the lights were dimmed and the music blaring. Against a soundtrack of depressing spinster ballads from Natalie Merchant and Tori Amos, the images flooded the room. There she was at twenty-three—in the group photo of all the White House interns—smiling and oblivious to the three chins she’d had in those days. President Phil Harlow was the first president Melanie had worked for. She’d lied about being a student to get the internship, since the White House intern program was only available to college students earning credit for their free labor. When a spot opened up for a junior press aide, she’d confessed about graduating the year before, and they’d given her the job. She spent nearly three years in the same cramped fourth-floor office in the Old Executive Office Building, across the driveway from the West Wing.

The next images were from her days as a campaign aide to President Harlow’s nephew, Christopher Martin. He’d surprised everyone when he announced a run for the presidential nomination during President Harlow’s last year in office. Melanie had signed on as his campaign press secretary. Everyone was shocked when he won the nomination and, eventually, the presidency. President Martin made Melanie his first press secretary, and at twenty-six, she’d been the youngest White House press secretary in history. The pictures of Melanie as President Martin’s press secretary made her cringe. Fortunately, her clothes, hair, and figure improved with age. There were pictures of her sleeping with her mouth wide open on Air Force One, plenty of shots of her fielding questions from the podium in the White House briefing room, and images she recognized as having been Photoshopped to remove all evidence of Matthew, her husband for a brief period during the Martin administration.

Photos of Melanie as Charlotte’s chief of staff made up the last and longest part of the slide show. She’d been around the photographers so long that she didn’t notice them anymore, but there she was: speaking to Charlotte as they walked across the South Lawn to board Marine One, being summoned by Charlotte as she stepped off Air Force One, whispering in her ear in meetings with foreign leaders, hiking with her at Camp David with the dogs, and laughing with her in the Oval Office over one of their many inside jokes.

Melanie stood and applauded when the slide show finally came to an end.

“Thank you so much. It has been the privilege of a lifetime to serve this president alongside all of you. Thank you for this great surprise. I don’t know what to say, other than thank you, from the bottom of my heart.”

She stayed and thanked everyone for coming and asked the stewards to bring the leftover cake to the residence. She and Charlotte would eat it for dessert.

Fifteen years, three presidents, and seven executive assistants later, Melanie thought to herself as she walked back to her office. “And all I’ve done is move forty feet.”

Around eight P.M., Melanie heard the sound of Marine One as it neared the South Lawn. She loaded her BlackBerrys and phones into her purse and walked down the hall toward the residence where she and Charlotte would have dinner. Charlotte had been bugging her for an answer about running her reelection campaign for weeks.

As the chopper came closer, her mind flashed back to her first ride on Marine One. It fell on her twenty-sixth birthday, and she had been nervous and excited about joining the elite group of top staffers who rode on the presidential helicopter instead of driving the short distance to Andrews Air Force Base. They’d been traveling to Detroit that day to talk about the economy, and President Martin’s poll numbers were almost as battered as Charlotte’s. More than a decade later, Melanie still remembered how her stomach had churned and the sweat from her underarms had soaked her blouse that day. She had heard the sound of the helicopter as it neared the South Lawn, and she’d raced down the hall to the Oval Office. President Martin had looked at her, clearly enjoying her anticipation.

“You ready?” he’d asked.

“I’m ready,” she’d said with a grin.

He’d flung his arm around her and walked out to the South Lawn, where the helicopter was parked. He’d waved to the cameras and the crowds and mouthed “Thank you” to the friends and staffers who had gathered to see him off. Melanie had walked on her toes to keep her heels from getting stuck in the muddy grass, but it wasn’t enough. She lost one of her Stuart Weitzman pumps in the mud and was too afraid to stop and pick it up with the cameras rolling. She’d boarded Marine One and taken a seat across from the president.

“You sit here—you won’t bump into me the way these thugs would,” President Martin had ordered, referring to the male staffers who would bump into his knees if they sat in the seat across from him.

“Yes, sir,” Melanie had agreed as she sat across from the president and peered out the window of the helicopter. Melanie had no idea what to do about her shoe. She hoped that no one would notice. She’d send someone to buy her a new pair in Detroit. Ernie Upshaw, President Martin’s deputy chief of staff, noticed her bare muddy foot first.

“Where is your shoe, Melanie?” he’d asked.

“Uh, it fell off.”

“Where?” the president had asked.

“Somewhere between the Oval Office and the helicopter,” she’d admitted, her cheeks and neck turning hot.

The president had howled with laughter and sent Buckey, his personal aide, out to find her missing shoe. The shoe was wedged so deep in the mud that it took Buckey about five minutes to find it. The helicopter pilots had eventually powered down Marine One, and all three of the cable news networks had carried the shoe hunt live.

Melanie’s BlackBerry had filled with new messages.

Her assistant: “They aren’t looking for your shoe, are they?”

Her mother: “All the news stations are calling you Cinderella. Why didn’t you wear flats?”

The White House chief of staff: “Way to go—the president will be late, but you will have your shoes.”

He is such a jerk, Melanie had thought.

Buckey had finally returned to Marine One with Melanie’s muddy black pump in his hand. The president thought the whole episode was hilarious. As they lifted off from the South Lawn of the White House and flew over the Washington Mall, Melanie had felt as if she’d been transported to a different world. The Tidal Basin glistened in the morning sun, and the Washington Monument jutted out of the ground. The flags that surrounded it flapped in the wind below her window, and the tops of the buildings on the mall looked like doll houses.

“It’s pretty spectacular, isn’t it?” the president had said.

“Amazing,” Melanie had replied, not moving her eyes from the sights below.

“How could that have been eleven years ago?” Melanie thought, not realizing she’d muttered to herself until one of Charlotte’s agents spoke to her.

“Ms. Kingston, is everything all right?”

“I’m sorry; I’m fine. Losing it, perhaps, but fine. Is she upstairs yet?”

“Yes. She said to tell you to come on in.”

Melanie walked past the table that had been set for two with fancy china and flatware and out to the Truman balcony. Charlotte had installed heaters so they could sit out there year-round. Melanie sat in her usual spot and pulled a blanket over her lap. She took in the view and tried to work herself into a positive frame of mind for Charlotte’s benefit. The Washington Monument was directly in front of her, lit to perfection by carefully placed spotlights and brightened by the full moon reflecting off a blanket of fresh snow. The Lincoln Memorial could be seen off to her right, and if she leaned forward, she could make out the top of the Capitol to her left.

One of the president’s dogs put her two front paws in Melanie’s lap and started kissing her face. She leaned back and let the dog lick her.

Melanie had never planned to spend her entire adult life working for the president. When people gazed at the wall of presidential commissions that hung in her West Wing office, she used to feel proud. Now, they embarrassed her.

With the thirty-five-pound dog now sitting in her lap, Melanie practiced what she would say to Charlotte that night: “Charlotte, I can’t run your reelection campaign, because you can’t run for reelection.”



CHAPTER TWO

Dale

Dale finished her live shot at six thirty-three P.M. She grabbed her overstuffed bag, flung her white cashmere coat over her arm, and raced toward the car waiting for her outside the northwest gate of the White House. She dialed Peter’s personal cell phone as soon as she shut the car door behind her.

“Hey. If the seven o’clock shuttle is running late, I might make it. Otherwise, I’ll be on the eight o’clock,” she said.

“Hey, yourself. Didn’t I just see you on live television?” Peter asked.

When she heard his voice, Dale relaxed for the first time that day—the first time that week, for that matter. She missed him so much during the week. All she could think about was seeing him.

“Yes, that was me, but I’m working on finding a clone, so I can get the hell out of this place earlier on Fridays and see more of you,” she replied.

“That would be nice. Do you have any candidates?”

“A few. Do you want to audition them? See if they are as good at keeping secrets as I am?”

“That’s not all they’d have to be good at. Harry has a basketball game at one, and Penelope is studying for a French test, so I can get a late start tomorrow,” he said.

“That sounds good. I’ll call you and let you know which shuttle I’m on. We’re at the Mandarin, right?” Dale asked.

“Yep. Forty-fifth floor. Did you remember your hard pin this time?”

“Got it,” she said, reaching into her coat pocket to finger the lapel pin that would allow her full access behind the Secret Service security perimeter set up to protect the husband of the president of the United States.

“OK. See you soon. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she replied.

As the car sped around the snow-covered monuments on the Mall, she dialed her weekend producer and left a voice-mail saying she’d be in around noon. Much to the jealous dismay of her colleagues at the network, she’d been given the weekend anchor job. Like everything else in her life these days, her promotion could be traced back to her relationship with Peter.

Dale didn’t permit herself to dwell on the risks they were taking. With Peter, she didn’t feel she had a choice. She loved him with every fiber of her being, and in some ways, it had made her success at work possible. It was as if her instincts took over when her mind became consumed with keeping her relationship with Peter a secret.

She was also always available to work when others were not. She had volunteered to work on Thanksgiving Day during the first year of her romance with Peter. Her parents had been disappointed that she wouldn’t be coming home for the holiday, but she’d wanted to be in New York in case Peter could find an excuse for a quick trip to the city. Billy Moore, the news director and her boss, had picked Dale to anchor that night over more experienced reporters who were dying for the unofficial audition.

On Thanksgiving Day, around five P.M., a wire story had crossed her desk that made her palms sweat: “First family evacuated from Camp David after terror plot deemed credible.” Terror threats were quite common, but it had been years since a president had been evacuated because of one.

Her first instinct had been to call Peter, but she knew better. The Secret Service would be on high alert. They would be monitoring all communications, and she was certain that Peter would call when he could. Of course, her job was to confirm that the president was safe and to report, on behalf of the network, on the president’s actions, but once Peter was in the picture, that was always an afterthought. Her colleagues had been suspicious of her scoops in the early months of the Kramer administration, and she was careful about never implicating Peter as a source. But that Friday, their relationship had come close to creating a national security incident.

As the start of the newscast had neared, Dale was working her sources to try to determine the nature of the threat against the first family at Camp David. She had calls in to Melanie Kingston, the defense secretary, the national security advisor, and every single press officer from the Secret Service to the Department of Homeland Security and the State Department. They’d all been tight-lipped, telling her nothing that would allow her to advance the story. Then her cell phone had rung, and she’d reached for it frantically, hoping it was Peter.

“Hi, it’s me,” he’d said.

“Hi, you,” she’d said softly. “Are you OK?”

“Yeah, we’re all fine. I can’t talk, but we’re going back to the White House tonight. I’m going to bring the kids back up to school in Connecticut in the morning. I can meet you in New York tomorrow night before I fly home to San Francisco, if you want.”

“Yes, yes, of course, I want to see you. Call me when you get here.” Dale had hung up and gone back to her calls.

She’d never intended to reveal what Peter had told her, but when she finally got the national security advisor on the phone, she’d said, “When was the decision made to bring the first family back to the White House?”

The line had gone quiet. Dale had thought he’d hung up.

“Are you still there?” Dale had asked.

“Dale, who told you that a decision had been made to bring the first family back?” the national security advisor had asked.

“Uh, no one. I just assumed that they would get back to the White House, you know, to be in the Situation Room, in case, you know, in case there’s something g-going on,” Dale had stuttered.

The national security advisor wasn’t buying it. “Dale, I need to know right now if someone told you that the first family is returning to the White House. It’s a matter of national security,” he’d said.

“No, but I’m going to take your reaction to my questions as confirmation that the president is indeed returning to the White House,” Dale had responded.

“Don’t do that,” the national security advisor had warned. “Don’t do that, Dale, or you’ll regret it.”

“The country has a right to know where the president is at all times, sir, and with all due respect, I had a hunch that she’d return to the White House, and you’ve just confirmed it, so I’m going with it in ten minutes unless you tell me it isn’t true.”

Fuming, the national security advisor had told Dale she’d regret her brazen abuse of the First Amendment and that he’d make her source pay.

Dale had led the news that night with her exclusive report about the first family returning to Washington. The higher-ups at the network had been thrilled, and she’d been given the weekend anchor post.

Since she’d been anchoring weekends, ratings were up twenty percent, and her contract had been renewed for four years at a salary she wasn’t sure she deserved. The best thing about the weekend job was that she got to spend Friday and Saturday nights with Peter.

“Thanks, AJ,” Dale said to her driver now as he pulled up to the US Airways gate at Reagan National Airport at exactly six-fifty P.M. Dale went flying through the airport, stopping at the kiosk and ramming her American Express card into it to retrieve her boarding pass. Friday nights were always busy at Reagan, and with the snow falling outside, Dale was praying for a delay that would hold the seven P.M. shuttle until she could reach the gate. The kiosk spit out a boarding pass, and Dale ran toward security. The TSA agents recognized her and helped her unpack her laptop from its case.

“Thanks, guys—I’m trying to get on the seven,” she said.

“Slow down, pretty lady,” one of the regular TSA agents said. “Everything is backed up. You’ll be fine.”

“Oh, good. That’s good news. Thanks.” She yanked off her wet high-heeled boots and threw them on top of her coat and purse.

“Slow down and get yourself another bin. You’re gonna get mud all over your fancy jacket,” the TSA agent said.

“It doesn’t matter—I just need to get to the gate,” Dale said.

Once through security, she pulled her boots back on, grabbed her coat and bag, and ran toward gate 41. Her flight was delayed. She called Peter again.

“Hey, so, the seven is delayed about forty minutes, but I bought a ticket on the eight, too, so I will get on whichever one takes off first,” she said.

“Halibut or salmon?” Peter asked.

“Are you ordering from Asiate?”

“Yeah. As soon as you land, I’ll put in our order,” he said.

“I want a steak.”

“You got it. I’m not going anywhere. Relax. You’ll get here when you get here.”

“I know. I just hate to waste any of our time together traveling,” she said.

“Me, too, but it’s awful out there. Listen, Steve is at his daughter’s prom, so Danny will be outside my door. He knows you’re coming…” Peter trailed off.

All of Peter’s regular Secret Service agents knew her by now, but Steve had been there since the beginning. The Secret Service had a narrow and all-consuming mission: to protect the president and her family from harm. While they could not participate in arranging a rendezvous, a protectee’s wandering eye was not the responsibility of the Secret Service.

“OK. I hate the stupid shuttle. I should have taken the train,” Dale moaned.

“You hate the train, too. Relax, honey. I’ll see you soon,” he said.

As Dale sat waiting for the delayed seven P.M. shuttle to La Guardia, she remembered the very first time she’d met Peter.

She had flown out to California to do the first interview with the country’s first-ever “first man.” At twenty-nine, she was one of the youngest network reporters on the White House beat, and the interview was a major get.

She had thought he’d seem emasculated by his wife’s success. Nothing could have been further from the reality she encountered that day. He was the center of the family, and their teenage twins clearly worshipped him. He also had a full workload and a staff of deputies, nannies, and personal assistants swirling around him that rivaled the size of his wife’s entourage.

He’d been pursued by NFL teams after two seasons as UCLA’s starting quarterback, but he’d passed on the NFL and finished college. After that, he’d gone to law school and turned to the business side of sports, where he was known as one of the last honest brokers in the sports agency world. Athletes knew him as someone who would die for them. He’d built one of the most successful shops in the industry, and when his wife became governor of California, he’d thrown himself into his own business with even greater fervor.

When Dale had started the interview, she’d made good use of the extensive research she’d done on the first man, asking him about one of the professional football players he represented who’d gone straight to the NFL after one year at Miami and probing him for his views about the debate over the college football ranking system. Dale’s father was an orthopedic surgeon who worked on dozens of famous athletes, and as an only child, Dale had no choice but to absorb his passion and encyclopedic knowledge of sports. Dale and Peter had talked for more than an hour before she turned on the cameras.

Although he was humble and funny when the cameras were rolling and spent the interview praising his wife’s record and vision, she’d seen glimpses that day of a sharper, more sarcastic side to his personality that she found surprising. She’d left Sacramento with new respect for the president-elect and more than a twinge of jealousy that Charlotte Kramer had found time for a career and a relationship—a balancing act Dale hadn’t quite mastered.

Dale smiled now at the memory. She had a recurring nightmare that she and Peter would be discovered and that he would deny knowing her. She knew it was ridiculous, but they’d been so careful not to leave any trace of their relationship that she worried she would be easy to erase if that ever became necessary. That was why Dale replayed every conversation, every kiss, every moment together, over and over, so that there would be a record somewhere of their shared history, if only in her mind.

They had seen each other again at Charlotte’s inauguration, when Dale had conducted a short interview with the first couple that was to air the night of the inaugural address. He’d been friendly, but Dale had assumed he was turning on the charm with the new White House press corps to curry favorable coverage for his wife’s administration.

As Reagan National filled with other delayed travelers, Dale played back one of her favorite memories: their first kiss.

Peter had traveled with Charlotte on her first European tour. It was his first and last overseas trip with the president. Dale traveled to cover the president’s first meetings with European leaders, and she had been promised an exclusive interview with President Kramer. She’d been sitting in her assigned seat on Air Force One listening to her iPod and skimming the Wall Street Journal when a clean-cut White House aide touched her arm and asked her to come to the president’s cabin.

She had smoothed her hair and popped a mint into her mouth before she stepped over the sleeping correspondent in the seat next to her and into the aisle. As she’d traveled the long distance from the press cabin to the president’s private quarters, Dale had felt the eyes of curious White House staffers on her. She’d smiled at a couple of junior press officers she recognized in the staff cabin and glanced quickly into the senior staff cabin, where she caught a glimpse of a snoring secretary of state.

The aide had smiled. “They handed out Ambien before we took off,” he’d said.

Dale had smiled back. “I’ll take any leftovers.”

The aide had knocked softly on the door to the president’s cabin. A cheerful Air Force One steward had answered right away.

“I have Miss Smith for the president,” the White House aide had said.

“Right this way,” the steward had replied.

Dale had stepped into the president’s cabin and crossed her arms in front of her body. She felt frumpy in her black leggings and long sweater.

“Hi, Dale,” the president had said coldly. She was wearing jeans and a crisp white blouse.

“Hello, Madam President, how are you doing?” Dale had asked.

“Just fine. Now, tell me what you know about Maureen’s work for ‘thugs,’ as your network put it tonight.”

Maureen was the president’s nominee for attorney general, and her confirmation was in serious trouble. Making matters worse, Dale had an exclusive source with mountains of dirt on her. Dale’s network had devoted eight minutes—an eternity in network news—to a long report about her work for corrupt politicians.

Dale had swallowed and steadied herself against the wall while the president glared at her. She felt unprotected without the hovering White House staff or any of her crew around. She’d looked around the cabin and noticed a stack of Sports Illustrated magazines and the John Adams HBO special on DVDs.

“Madam President, I spoke to Melanie about this earlier. Our reporting on your nominee is backed by rock-solid sources who thought you’d never pick her because of her record of defending white-collar criminals and former elected officials who are now sitting in jail.”

Dale was trying to hold her ground, but she’d known she was mounting a futile defense. She’d felt herself sliding toward the door so she could return to the safety of the press cabin as quickly as possible.

Charlotte had said nothing but continued to glare at Dale.

“Honey, how do you turn on the DVD player?” Peter had shouted from the next room. “The kids want to watch a movie.”

The president, looking slightly irritated, had shouted back, “I’ll be right there.” She’d looked at Dale and said, “I hope you didn’t travel for the interview, because the interview is off.”

Dale’s stomach had sunk, and she’d turned to leave as soon as the president left the room. She was halfway back to the press cabin when the same aide who had retrieved her grabbed her arm again.

“Can you come into the conference room for a minute, please?” he’d asked.

Oh, God, what now? Dale had thought. She’d sat on the couch in the empty conference room, assuming that Melanie was on her way in to threaten to cut off all access to administration officials. Melanie and the president were already known for their one-two punches with reporters who crossed them. To Dale’s surprise, Peter Kramer had walked in, wearing faded jeans and a sheepish smile and holding a plate of chicken wings and two beers in outstretched hands as though they were peace offerings.

“Hey, I’m sorry about that. That wasn’t about you in there,” he’d said.

“Really? Because it sure felt like it had a lot to do with me.”

“No, she had a lot of pressure to appoint Maureen. They go way back, and she’s been lobbying for the attorney general job since before the primaries were over as a reward for supporting Charlotte,” he’d said.

“This will be a very long four years if your wife refuses to do any interviews with me,” Dale had said.

“She doesn’t stay mad,” he’d promised.

They were both quiet for a minute, and then Peter had launched into a playful probe of press corps gossip. He wanted to know who was married, who was dating, who was cheating, and whom Dale liked and disliked. They’d finished the plate of wings and their beers.

Dale had put her head in her hands and sighed. “Thanks for the snack.”

Peter had looked at her for a long moment. “Why does it bother you so much that she’s mad?” he’d asked.

“Because I was just assigned to cover her for the next four years, and if she hates me, I won’t be able to do my job.”

“The next four years, huh?” he’d said, with a smile that started in the corners of his eyes and worked its way down his face.

Dale had smiled back. “Easy for you to say.”

“Listen, she scares the shit out of me sometimes, too. But she is trying to do right by everyone, so just, you know, don’t take it personally,” he’d said.

Then he’d checked his watch and stood up and stretched his arms above his head, revealing a very flat, tanned stomach that Dale couldn’t peel her eyes away from. When she’d returned her gaze to his face, he was smiling at her again.

“I’m glad you’re on the beat, Dale,” he’d said, and it was clear that the visit was over.

Dale had gone back to the press cabin and thought about how to tell her boss that her exclusive interview had been pulled. They’d sent an extra crew over to shoot the interview, and now it was off. And to spite her, and the network, the White House would probably do an interview with one of her competitors. Great start, Dale had thought.

The interview was never rescheduled during the overseas trip, but every time Dale had looked up from a live shot or during a press conference, Peter Kramer was looking in her direction. Sometimes he would smile at her or wave at her and the other reporters. Other times, he’d pause just long enough to catch her eye and mouth a quick “Hi.” Dale had found herself thinking about their chat in the conference room more often than she knew she should.

After midnight in Budapest, where they had made their final stop of the five-day trip, Dale had finished taping a stand-up for a morning show package and walked back into the hotel where they were staying. The bar area was empty; the rest of the reporters must have hit the town on their expense accounts.

“Still working?” a voice had asked from a booth near the back of the bar.

She’d turned around and noticed the Secret Service agents first, and then she’d seen Peter Kramer sitting at a table with his wife’s deputy national security advisor and chief of staff. There were two others at the table whom Dale didn’t recognize.

“Just finished,” she’d said.

“Care to join us?” he’d asked.

“Sure, that would be great.”

Melanie had watched her suspiciously, but the others were nice enough. Dale had told them about the raunchy conditions on the press charter. The press charter was a leased commercial plane that followed Air Force One around the world carrying the press corps. On the flight from London to Budapest, a couple (both of them married, not to each other) had engaged in noisy sexual activity that had every one of the reporters angling for one of the twelve press seats on Air Force One.

Three bottles of wine and two hours later, she and Peter had outlasted the others and sat in the booth talking about college football, the sorry state of skiing in the Northeast, and the downfall of the Tour de France from steroid abuse.

“You are wasting your time covering the White House. You should be covering sports. No one cares about politics. Everyone loves sports,” he’d said, winking at the Secret Service agent standing a few feet away.

If the agent had noticed Peter’s gesture, he didn’t let on. He’d stared directly ahead and seemed to try to fade into the wall.

“But if I didn’t cover the White House, you wouldn’t get to buy me drinks at strange dark bars in foreign countries that you have to follow your wife to,” Dale had said. As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she would have killed to pull them back.

“So the truth comes out,” he’d said.

“No, no, that’s not what I meant.”

“It’s what everyone thinks, and no one says it out loud. I’m actually glad you did say it out loud. Especially if it’s what you’ve been thinking since our first meeting in Sacramento,” he’d said.

“No, no, I swear to God, it is not what I think.”

“No? I think it myself. I am a pathetic husband following the leader of the free world around while I visit museums with the wives.”

“No, I swear, that is not what I think,” Dale had insisted again.

“Then what is it, Dale, that you really think?” Peter had asked, staring directly into her eyes.

She’d looked away and tried to pull her thoughts together before she spoke again. “What I really think is that you are amazing,” Dale had said quietly, without looking him in the eye. She’d glanced nervously at the Secret Service agent. He didn’t appear to be listening to their conversation, but Dale had lowered her voice anyway and leaned closer to Peter. She was close enough to notice a small scar under his chin and the lines around his eyes and mouth.

She’d taken a breath and noticed that he had moved closer to her. Their legs touched under the table. The wine had emboldened her, and she placed her hand on top of his. He’d looked down at her hand and seemed to stop breathing for a second. She’d continued without making eye contact.

“What I really think is that your wife seems to have no idea how utterly amazing you are, and I’ve decided that if I ever have what she has, I would never take it for granted, and what I really think…” Dale was still talking when his mouth met hers. His free hand had moved to her shoulder, turning her body to face his. She’d moved her hand from the table to the back of his head and pulled him closer. For the first time, she’d noticed that a horribly remastered version of U2’s “Beautiful Day” was playing. As they’d kissed there in the dark, near-empty bar in Budapest, with a Secret Service agent staring straight ahead as though nothing out of the ordinary were happening, Dale was aware of how badly she’d wanted this to happen since she’d first met Peter Kramer. When they’d stopped kissing, they sat with their foreheads touching. His fingers were still tangled in her hair and they were both breathing deeply. He’d kissed her closed eyelids and the top of her nose. She’d sat perfectly still.

“I guess it was only a matter of time before that happened,” Peter had said.

She’d smiled as he pulled her hands into his and held them. “What does your agent think when you do things like this?” she’d asked, glancing at the Secret Service agent assigned to protect Peter.

“When I do things like this?” he’d asked, kissing her again.

She’d smiled and pulled away.

“For the record, I don’t do things like this,” he’d said. “But I would assume that unless you get very angry at me, which I hope you never do, and come at me with a dagger, he won’t do anything at all,” Peter had said. “Think about the things JFK’s agents saw. This is nothing.”

“So, we’re safe from the United States Secret Service. That’s one less thing to worry about,” Dale had said.

“Yes. I guarantee you they have seen much worse. Do you have any ideas about what to do about everyone else?” he’d asked.

“I’m thinking.”

“OK, well, let me know if you come up with anything.”

“How would I do that?”

He’d reached over, picked up her cell phone, and entered his personal cell-phone number into it under the name “Budapest.” He’d placed her phone back on the table and took her hand again. “This is a very bad idea,” he’d said.

“I know,” she’d agreed.

“And as much as I would like it to—and believe me when I say that I would like it to—this probably shouldn’t happen again.”

“I know,” she’d said, smiling.

“I should probably get upstairs,” he’d said.

“I know.”

“Are you going to say anything other than ‘I know’ to me before I pull myself away from you?” he’d asked, kissing her hands again.
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