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For Mark



PROLOGUE


Tara

“Tara?” Marcus yelled, for the fourth time in as many minutes.

She held perfectly still and said nothing.

“Isn’t it your job to watch her?” he snapped at one of the Secret Service agents assigned to protect his wife.

“Not anymore, sir,” the agent said.

Tara almost smiled. She leaned back in her chair on the top floor of the Naval Observatory and watched the movers as they taped and then lifted the refrigerator-sized boxes onto the moving van. The movers had arrived two hours earlier, and everything in the house they’d inhabited for the past year had been packed in bubble wrap and carefully placed inside the boxes.

The agents had asked Tara if there was anything she wanted put aside for the trip before the movers started their packing. She had shaken her head and wandered up to the attic, where she sat watching the activity below. Marcus had run around like a madman, grabbing plates, bowls, and utensils so he could feed their eight-year-old daughter before the entire contents of their home was packed in boxes and all traces of Tara’s tenure as vice president were expunged.

Tara stared at the stack of official stationery she’d been holding in her lap and started again. “Dear Madam President,” she wrote. It was as far as she ever got. Every time she wrote anything else, the letter ended up crumpled on the floor beneath her.

“There you are,” Marcus barked, causing Tara to jump. She hadn’t heard him climb the stairs.

“What the hell are you doing up here?” he asked.

“I’m, um, trying to write a note to Charlotte,” she said.

“Do you have any idea how fucking traumatic this is for our daughter?” he demanded.

“I know, I know, I’m sorry. I’ll be right down.”

“Now,” he ordered.

She wanted to finish the letter to Charlotte before they left Washington.

“Can I have five more minutes?”

He stared at her. She stared back.

“Fine,” he said. Marcus stormed back down the stairs and slammed the door behind him.

Tara turned to her letter with renewed focus. She had wanted to leave a note for Dale as well, but the movers were working faster than she’d anticipated. They’d probably be miles from Washington, D.C., before Dale emerged from her grand jury testimony. She pressed her pen onto the cream-colored notecard. “Dear Madam President, I am so very sorry for everything,” she wrote. She chewed on the pen for a few seconds and then continued. “I would do anything to take it all back—to have never agreed to serve as your running mate or to have refused to assume the oath of office—anything to take away the suffering and embarrassment I have caused you. For the rest of my days, I will seek your forgiveness. With deep regret and sincere apologies, Tara.”

Dale

“Miss Smith, do you understand the rules regarding contact with your attorney?” the judge asked.

“Yes sir,” she said.

“You may stop the questioning at any time to speak with your attorney, but he will not be allowed in the room during your grand jury testimony,” he said.

“Yes sir, I understand.”

“Very well, then. We will proceed. Special Prosecutor Kirkpatrick will begin the questioning.”

Dale shifted in her seat and looked over at the members of the grand jury. The reporter in her wondered what their lives were like before they were summoned to jury duty. She watched one woman turn off her cell phone and imagined that her final text was to a babysitter or a nanny who was watching her children while she weighed whether White House officials had committed a crime by hiding the vice president’s condition from the public.

Dale would have loved to have done that story for the network where she’d worked before joining the White House staff. She leaned back and tried to listen to the special prosecutor’s question.

“Are you having trouble hearing me, Miss Smith?” he asked.

“No, I’m sorry, would you mind repeating the question?”

“Not a problem. Miss Smith, I’d like for you to tell us at what point—give me a week or a day or a month, if you are able to be that specific—at what point did it first cross your mind that perhaps the vice president wasn’t doing well, and who did you reach out to when, or if, you had those concerns?” he asked.

“What week?” Dale asked.

“If it’s easier for you to describe a situation or a period, that’s fine, too. We understand from your e-mail records that you were, quote, worried, about the vice president. In an e-mail to the White House chief of staff seeking guidance on press questions about the vice president’s frequent absences, you sought counsel. Is that an accurate description of those e-mails, Miss Smith?” he asked.

“Yes sir,” she said.

“And what were you told in response to e-mails seeking guidance about how to handle questions concerning the vice president?” the prosecutor asked.

“I was instructed to manage the situation. I mean, I was expected to manage the situation. It was my job.”

“And did you ever wonder why you were given this job? I mean, had you ever worked for a politician before you came to serve as one of the most senior advisors on the vice president’s staff?” the prosecutor asked.

“No,” she said.

“And it didn’t strike you as odd that you’d been given such a huge responsibility?” the prosecutor asked.

She looked him in the eye.

“No.”

“I want to move on to the precise statements you gave to the press as you watched the vice president deteriorate. You described the vice president as tough and resilient in an article dated June 30. Is that accurate?” the prosecutor asked.

“Yes, it sounds like something I would say,” Dale said.

“Here it is, Miss Smith. I brought a copy of the article. The headline is ‘Vice President Increasingly out of Sight,’ and it goes on to quote unnamed White House sources who say she was struggling with the pressures of the office. And you, Miss Smith, are in the article saying that those quotes were uninformed and that she was tough and resilient,” the prosecutor said, reading from the Washington Post article.

“Yes, I remember that now,” Dale said.

“Were you telling the truth?” he asked.

“I mean, there were days in which she did seem tough and resilient,” Dale said.

“And there were days when she did not, is that accurate?” he asked.

Dale nodded.

“Is that a yes?”

“Yes,” she said.

“And was it your job to tell the whole truth or just parts of it?” he asked.

Dale turned to the judge.

“May I be excused to consult with my attorney?” she asked him.

“Of course,” the judge replied.

The prosecutor turned to the grand jury and shrugged his shoulders.

“Didn’t seem like a tough question to me,” he said to one of his colleagues. He spoke loud enough for members of the grand jury to hear him, and a few of them snickered.

Dale rushed from the room and into the hallway where her attorney was waiting.

“How’s it going?” he asked.

“Not good,” she said. “Kirkpatrick wants to know if it was my job to lie,” she said.

Her attorney smiled.

“That’s his specialty. He indicts the ugliness of politics, and then he gets the individual,” he said.

“What am I supposed to do?” she asked.

“Tell the truth, Dale. It’s your only shot,” he said, putting his arm around her shoulders. “Tell these guys everything, and maybe they’ll see you as an innocent bystander, someone who kept quiet for the good of Kramer’s presidency,” he said. “They’re not after you, Dale. They want Kramer.”

Charlotte

“Madam President, are you ready?” the lawyer asked.

Am I ready? Charlotte thought. She nearly laughed out loud.

“Give me one minute, please.”

“Of course, Madam President,” he said, fading into the line of a dozen similarly dressed lawyers with briefcases who’d been assembled from Washington’s top law firms to defend the president of the United States in her impeachment proceedings before the U.S. Congress.

Charlotte walked over to the window in the House Minority Leader’s office. A group of schoolchildren stood huddled together watching a news crew from Philadelphia lug heavy equipment from its truck to the live-shot location. Another group of tourists stood behind the network anchors, waving. Charlotte watched a couple smile at each other as they carried twin boys up the steps of the Capitol in a double stroller. Instinctively, Charlotte glanced at her BlackBerry to reread the messages her twins had sent the night before.

“Give them hell, Mom,” Penelope had written.

“Don’t let the jerks get you down,” her son, Harry, had written.

She sighed and watched the activity outside the window. News trucks surrounded the Capitol, and reporters from across the country and around the world stood shoulder to shoulder in heavy winter coats and hats to shield them from the cold weather that had blown in for the occasion. From the television that was on in the Minority Leader’s office, Charlotte could hear one of the network anchors speaking in hushed, authoritative tones.

“All eyes are on the committee room as we await President Kramer’s testimony. If she does, in fact, testify, as we are told by White House aides she plans to do, she would become the first U.S. president in history to testify in her own impeachment proceeding. We can only assume that she is engaged in frantic last-minute preparations for this, the most important day of her career and quite, possibly, of her life.” Charlotte looked over at the lawyers. She’d hardly spoken to them since they’d wrapped up their practice session the previous afternoon. Before any of the attorneys interpreted her glance as an invitation to speak, she returned her gaze to the window.

Her first inauguration felt like it had occurred in another lifetime, but her second inauguration was still fresh in her mind. A year earlier, Charlotte had stood on the steps of the Capitol with her twins next to her and her parents and best friends, Brooke and Mark Pfeiffer, behind her. She had placed her hand on her grandmother’s Bible and sworn to uphold the Constitution—an oath she took as seriously as she took her responsibility as a mother and citizen. It was a cold January morning, but the sun was so bright, it had warmed the podium. She smiled at the memory of standing there after such a hard-fought reelection effort. Charlotte had believed that all of the struggles of her first term as president were part of the price she’d paid for what she’d hoped would be a less-trying second term. Now, she shook her head gently and wrapped her arms around her body. Someone had turned the volume up on one of the televisions.

“Stay with us. Coming up in minutes, President Charlotte Kramer will go before the House Judiciary Committee, which last week won a key vote in the House of Representatives to proceed with impeachment proceedings against the president of the United States of America. The impeachment resolution alleges that President Kramer behaved in a manner grossly incompatible with the purpose of the office she holds.”

Charlotte turned to face her army of lawyers. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror and cringed. Her normally thick, blond hair looked thin and flat. It was pulled into a low bun at the nape of her neck. A few small pieces of hair had broken free and hung in front of her eyes. She pushed them behind her ears and noticed her pale blue eyes had turned gray, as they often did when she was sleep-deprived. She was wearing a light gray Armani skirt and matching jacket that she had purchased the year before. Both hung loosely on her now. She took a deep breath, pushed her shoulders back, and uncrossed her arms.

“I suppose it’s time to get this over with,” she said. She pushed the corners of her mouth into a closed-lip smile and tried to feign enthusiasm as the lawyers turned off their BlackBerrys and phones and nodded. They formed a huddle behind her.

Her Secret Service agent, Rich, walked alongside her and spoke more quietly than usual into the microphone in his sleeve as Charlotte walked out the door.

“Wayfarer departing hold room en route to committee room. Repeat: Wayfarer departing hold room en route to committee room,” he said.

“Rich, please don’t,” Charlotte said, placing her hand on his arm as they walked.

“Madam President?” he asked.

“Don’t whisper around me like I’m already dead,” she said.

Rich smiled sheepishly. They’d been around the world together several times over, including a dozen trips to the war zones.

“Sorry about that, Madam President,” he said.

As they walked down the long marble hallway, the only sound was the clicking of Charlotte’s high heels and the shuffling of a dozen pairs of men’s loafers. The gaggle slowed as it neared the door to the chamber. In a normal voice, Rich spoke into his sleeve again: “Wayfarer has arrived at committee room; Wayfarer has arrived.”

Charlotte turned and looked back at the lawyers one last time before nodding at Rich. “I’m ready,” she said.



CHAPTER ONE


Tara

One Year Earlier

Where are we going?” Tara whispered to her personal aide, Karen.

“To the hold room, Madam Vice President.”

Tara nodded and followed her Secret Service agents. They’d entered the hotel through the loading area and were winding their way through the kitchen toward a service elevator. Three hotel workers waved excitedly at her. She still wasn’t sure what the protocol was when that happened, so she stopped to shake their hands. One of the workers pulled out a cell phone and asked the nearest agent to take his picture with the vice president. Tara knew that wasn’t the agent’s job. Before she could nudge Karen, her aide had the cell phone in her hand and was asking everyone to say cheese. Tara couldn’t tell if the agents were annoyed or indifferent.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Tara said.

“Thank you, Mrs. Vice President,” they replied. “We love you.”

Tara waved good-bye and followed her agents into the elevator. She walked to the back of the large space and watched as more than a dozen of her new staff members crammed into the elevator with them. She wondered if any of her predecessors had been claustrophobic. One of the agents held up his hand and ordered the staff that arrived after the doors began to close to take the next one. Tara smiled sympathetically at one of her new advisors who didn’t make it and shrugged at the agents as if to say “oh well.” They didn’t break a smile. No one spoke during the slow ride up to the twenty-first floor. The service elevator stopped with a thud. Tara felt her stomach do a small flip. She watched the agents whisper into their sleeves and then file purposefully into the hallway.

“Right this way, ma’am,” Walter, her lead agent, said. He was the only one who ever looked her in the eye. Since being sworn in as vice president two weeks earlier, she’d been given a new team of Secret Service agents. They were more serious than those who’d traveled with her during the campaign, and she was more than a little intimidated by their formality.

She followed Walter into a room marked “Presidential Suite” and tried to mask her pleasure. A note that read “Welcome to the Ritz” was taped to a bottle of champagne. A fruit tray overflowing with kiwi, mango, strawberries, pineapple, and three different kinds of grapes was placed next to a veggie display piled high with red, yellow, and green bell peppers; asparagus; cherry tomatoes; and carrots. Dozens of perfect cubes of cheese were stacked on a board next to a basket full of crackers. Tara’s eyes moved from the appetizer buffet to a smaller table covered with desserts. An oversized platter was stacked four deep with brownies, cookies, and petit fours. All Tara could think about was digging in.

“Madam Vice President, would you like to do the prebrief now, or would you like to rest a little bit?” Karen asked. Karen was her personal aide, known in most White Houses as “the body person.” She was responsible for making sure Tara got from point A to point B with a smile on her face. It would also fall to Karen to attend to the most intimate details of Tara’s life.

“I don’t know, Karen, what do you think?”

“We have about an hour and a half before we have to leave for the stadium.”

They were in Atlanta for the Super Bowl. The network had requested a live interview with Tara for its pregame show. The audience would be huge.

“Why don’t you give me ten minutes to change and check in with Marcus and Kendall and then we’ll bring everyone in for the pre brief.”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Karen, were all those people in the elevator here for the pre-brief?”

“I’m not sure about all of them, but a good number, ma’am.”

“I see.” Suddenly, Tara was nervous. How in-depth was the interview going to be fifteen minutes before kickoff? She felt her stomach start to churn, and she looked around the suite for her purse. A large bottle of Tums was quickly becoming her best friend.

“Ma’am, I’ll let everyone know you’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.”

“Thank you, Karen.”

Tara wandered around the suite. She felt, as she often did lately, like someone was watching her. She approached the buffet with caution and eyed the fruits and vegetables. She leaned in closer to get a look at the brownies and picked one up to examine it. No nuts. She ate the brownie in two bites and picked up another. She moved the cookies around so it wouldn’t look like she’d eaten anything. She was still rearranging the desserts when she heard someone knocking on her door.

“Who is it?”

“Madam Vice President, it’s Dale. I wanted to make sure you had the event briefing for the interview. I can come back in fifteen minutes with the others, or I can just slip it under your door.”

Dale was her new communications advisor. Tara had selected a reporter as her top press aide to help ingratiate herself with the national press. Dale was also the girlfriend of the president’s estranged husband. The decision had generated a lot of buzz. Tara had been assured by the president’s advisors that her marital problems predated any involvement on Dale’s part and that the president didn’t have any objections to her hiring Dale.

“I’ll be right there,” Tara called out.

When she opened the door, Dale was standing there with a small folder in her hands. She was wearing black pants and a black sweater and had on black heels. She looked stylish in the effortless way that women who have lived and worked in New York City always look stylish. Tara was admiring Dale’s long, dark hair and tiny frame when she realized that Dale was still standing in the doorway.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Madam Vice President. I just didn’t want to hand this to you in front of everyone. It has all of the instructions about where to sit and what they plan to ask and all of that. I should have given it to you on the plane, but I didn’t know if you were working or resting. I’m sorry. I’m still new at all this.” Dale was fidgeting nervously.

“Don’t worry about it. We’re all new.” Tara smiled. “Do you want to come inside and have something to eat while I change?”

“Uh, no, no, I should leave you alone.”

“Good god, there’s enough food in here to feed an army. Please come in,” Tara insisted.

Dale smiled. “Okay, thank you.”

“What sorts of questions do you think I’ll get?”

“Oh, I did a call with the network this morning. I put the list of the questions that the producer had written for Bob in the briefing paper.”

“Great. I’ll take a look at it.” Tara put the file under her arm.

“Let me know if you have any questions and I’ll get answers to them while you’re in the policy briefing.”

“Dale, do you have any idea who all those people are who traveled with me today for the briefing?”

Dale laughed. “Not really. I’m still getting to know everyone.”

“I guess I better get used to large crowds.”

“Yes ma’am. It looks like your days of traveling light are over,” Dale said.

“So much for sneaking out for a trip to Krispy Kreme.”

“I’m sure there are a dozen aides standing by for requests along those exact lines.”

Tara laughed. “You’re probably right about that. It’s strange.”

“I’m finding the transition from White House correspondent to White House staffer to be far more significant than I’d expected. I can’t begin to imagine what it’s like for you and your family.”

“It’s a bit of a whirlwind,” Tara admitted. She liked Dale. For all of her sophistication, she was surprisingly sweet and down to earth. And she seemed devoted.

“I’m going to check in with my husband and daughter before everyone gets here. Do you mind entertaining the troops if they arrive before I get off the phone?”

“No problem.”

“And Dale, I’m really glad you’re here.”

“Me too, Madam Vice President. Thank you for the opportunity.”

Tara heard the rest of her staff shuffling outside the door and rushed into the bedroom to change. She stared at the assorted separates she’d packed for the interview and wished she’d brought something sleek like the outfit Dale was wearing. She settled on a pair of gray slacks and a powder blue sweater set. Tara frowned at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Her face was too round; her hair a mousy, dull shade of brown; and her body too pudgy. When she turned to the side to examine herself from another angle, things got worse. Her back fat was visible around her bra straps and she could barely find her waist. She resolved to stick to her diet starting immediately. When she returned to the sitting area, a dozen men in suits were assembled around her suite with small plates of food in front of them.

“Good afternoon, Madam Vice President. We thought we’d start with foreign policy and then move to the economy and finish with domestic policy. Is that acceptable to you?”

She looked at the white-haired gentleman who was addressing her and strained to remember his name.

“That sounds great, Chester. Thanks so much for making the trip on a Sunday.”

Chester beamed and started in with an overview of the situation in North Korea.

“Madam Vice President, the question usually comes in the form of an invitation to weigh in on the success or failure of the six-party talks. Do you have a good grasp on the pros and cons of the six-party talks as a structure for dealing with North Korea?”

“I think so, but why don’t you give me your best formulation and I’ll try to internalize it.”

He launched into a wonky four-part answer that Tara could never imagine reciting, especially on Super Bowl Sunday. As if on cue, Dale piped in from where she was standing near the back of the room.

“Chester, with all due respect to the importance of the topic, I think we can all rest assured that Bob Costas is not going ask the vice president about North Korea today.”

Tara watched as the power in the room shifted from the front to the back. All heads turned to watch Dale.

“Madam Vice President, we can expect a couple of general questions about the big issues facing the administration—like the weak economy, the ongoing deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the upheaval in Libya and Syria. But more than anything, Bob wants to get a sense of who you are and where you came from.”

Tara nodded.

“Understood.” She looked around at the crestfallen faces of the policy team members. She didn’t want any of them to feel unneeded, but she also didn’t want to crowd her head with details of policies that would never come up.

“I’ve got an idea. Why don’t each of you tell me how you’d answer a question about the most significant policy challenge—domestic or foreign—facing the administration,” she suggested.

The policy boys were beaming again. Throughout the briefing, they seemed intent on outdoing each other. Tara was surprised by how competitive the entire exercise felt. It didn’t dawn on her until they were almost done that they were trying to impress her. Dale followed the pack toward the door and smiled at Tara when the last policy advisor had left the room.

“Nice job, Madam Vice President.”

“Why don’t you ride over to the stadium with me, Dale?”

“Yes ma’am. That sounds great.”

As soon as the hallway outside the suite was quiet, Tara turned and looked at Dale with an amused look on her face. “I thought Chester was going to cry when you said that Bob Costas wouldn’t ask about the six-party talks.”

“I thought he was going to throw something at me. I felt terrible.”

“It was great. I had to fight the impulse to laugh. Last year, Marcus and I were at a neighbor’s Super Bowl party while Kendall played outside in the snow with her friends. This year, I’m in the presidential suite at a Ritz-Carlton getting briefed on North Korea before my nationally televised interview with Bob Costas.”

“Quite a shock to the system, I’m sure.” Dale smiled.

Tara took a deep breath and smiled back. “That it is.” The Secret Service knocked and they gathered their things. Tara and Dale followed Karen and the agents to the service elevators. They traveled down twenty-one floors and retraced their tracks from earlier until they arrived at the motorcade parked in the hotel’s loading zone.



CHAPTER TWO


Dale

Dale watched the vice president take her seat on the elaborate set that had been built for the half-time show. Normally, a president is interviewed by the anchor from the network broadcasting the Super Bowl. NBC broke tradition first by inviting the vice president instead of the president, and then, despite the fact that it caused rancor, Dale requested that Bob Costas conduct the interview. As Dale watched her new boss schmooze with the beloved sports anchor, she was glad she’d suggested him.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. As the sun begins to set on this Super Bowl Sunday, we have a special guest with us tonight. Joining me for her first ever live national interview as vice president is Tara Meyers. How are you doing, and more importantly, who are you rooting for?”

“Good evening, Bob. I promise you that I’m going to answer that like a fan, not a politician, before I leave here tonight, but first I have to say hello to my husband and our daughter, Kendall. They are at our new home in Washington, D.C., tonight. Hi honey, hi Kendall, sweetheart. Don’t stay up too late!”

“Madam Vice President, if you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you how it is that an ordinary, working mom who seems to juggle a lot of the same things that all women juggle ended up as the second most powerful person in the country?”

“Oh, gosh, Bob, I wonder the same thing. I guess I’d say that I was in the right place at the right time. But I don’t want to minimize the importance of President Kramer’s willingness to show the American people that Democrats and Republicans can govern as one team. It doesn’t have to be the way it’s always been with the two parties haggling over everything. We plan to govern as two different leaders with distinct principles who put the best ideas from both sides of the aisle to work for America. I think that’s what she had in mind when she asked me to join her on the ticket, and I know that’s what she was talking about in her Inaugural address just a couple weeks ago, when she promised an end to the era of low expectations for our national leaders and the beginning of a time of universally recognized and realized exceptionalism.”

The vice president looked away from Costas while she was thinking through her answer. When she looked back at him, he was smiling at her warmly. Tara had a natural ability to connect, and she’d tapped into it with her request to say hello to her husband and daughter. It was the same thing that had drawn Dale to her the first time they’d met on the campaign trail.

Dale leaned against the wall and relaxed for the first time since they’d landed in Atlanta three hours earlier. The only policy advisor who’d proven useful during the prebrief was the deputy national security advisor, who’d brought a laptop into the room. The vice president wanted statistics about the teams playing that day, and without knowing that he was an accomplished expert on counterinsurgencies, she’d asked him to Google the teams’ records.

Now, Dale turned up the volume on the monitor to listen to the interview. Costas was sticking to the script. Everything he’d asked the vice president so far was written on the briefing paper Dale had handed her. Dale felt as if she might be cut out for work on the other side, after all.

“Madam Vice President, Oprah Magazine just named you the most admired woman in America. What does that feel like?”

As Tara launched into the answer they’d practiced on the ride over, about how humbling it was to have an opportunity to serve, Dale reflected on the strange turn that her life had taken. Less than a year earlier, she’d been a television reporter for one of the networks where she’d covered President Kramer during the week and anchored the evening newscast from New York on the weekends. Most people described her as having a bright future in broadcasting.

She was also in a passionate and loving relationship with a man she adored. She’d never felt more satisfied personally or professionally. But her contentment was a delusion. Her lover was the president’s husband, and her job was to cover the president she was deceiving.

Ironically, it was the president who had brought her relationship with Peter into the open and made it possible for them to be together publicly. A near-fatal helicopter accident had cast the affair in a strange new light. In hindsight, Dale realized that Charlotte had grown weary of carrying around the secret that her marriage had been over for years. Charlotte had revealed the affair and separated from Peter immediately following the crash so he could be at Dale’s bedside while she recovered from her injuries. It had sounded like a superhuman gesture to most, and Dale had wondered herself how Charlotte could be so generous. In the short time that she’d served on the White House staff, she’d observed a little-known side of Charlotte. She treated her staff with a decency and tenderness that no one on the outside would have ever suspected, and that everyone on the inside guarded as though it were a highly classified piece of top secret information.

After the accident, Dale had walked away from Washington, D.C., and from her career in television to live with Peter in San Francisco. Giving up the daily thrill of chasing a story and delivering the news left a hole in her that she could not fill with Peter. She’d been miserable. Dale had left San Francisco to cover the final month of Charlotte’s reelection bid for a local television station. That’s where she’d met Tara. As Charlotte’s surprise pick as a running mate, Tara was an overnight sensation. She’d sat for an interview with Dale five days before the election.

Now, the sound of the crowd cheering snapped Dale’s attention back to the set where Tara was still sitting with Bob Costas. “What happened?” she asked one of the crew members.

“She said she was rooting for the Chicago Bears and that she expected them to win in a blowout.”

“Really?”

“Yep. She seems pretty ballsy.”

Dale smiled. She was so relieved that the interview was going well. Some of her new colleagues criticized the decision to place the newly minted vice president in such a high-stakes setting for her first interview. Dale had argued that the vice president was more than capable of rising to the occasion, and luckily for her, she’d been correct. She was so proud of her new boss. She felt elated in a way that she couldn’t recall ever feeling in the newsroom.

She smiled back at the crew member.

“She is.”



CHAPTER THREE


Charlotte

Where is everyone going?” Melanie asked.

“Oh, it’s time for Tara’s weekly ‘Big Think’ meeting,” Charlotte replied.

“Her what?”

“She brings people from different areas of expertise together every Friday to brainstorm on ways to make the federal government more responsive to the public.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No, and I think it’s a lovely idea. You should consider something similar at the Pentagon. It makes stakeholders feel more invested in our agenda.”

“Madam President, that’s Washington-speak for talking to the has-beens.” Melanie scowled in the direction of the hallway. She and Charlotte were standing in the reception area of the Oval Office looking at photos of the Parrot Cay resort in Turks and Caicos on the president’s assistant’s computer. Melanie was thinking about taking her boyfriend, Brian Watson, a network correspondent she met while serving as Charlotte’s chief of staff, away for his birthday.

“Do you like this? Does it scream ‘marry me’? Or is it a simple, elegant retreat?”

“I wouldn’t call it simple, but it’s perfect. Who cares if he feels a little added pressure?”

“If it feels like a destination wedding venue he’ll freak out.”

“About what? You guys have been together for almost a year. Besides, Brian doesn’t seem like the type to freak out.”

“I’ve always wanted to go.”

“It’s amazing. Trust me.”

“I do. And you should trust me. Watch out for Tara and all of her big thinking. People are overthrowing their leaders all over the Mideast. You could be next.”

Charlotte laughed. They walked through the Oval Office and into her private dining room, where they were having lunch. Charlotte sat down, crossed her arms, and eyed Melanie smugly.

“What?” Melanie asked.

“Say it.”

“Say what?”

“Oh, come on, Mel. Can’t you admit that maybe you were a little too hard on Tara?”

“I’m glad that she is working out,” Melanie conceded, primly.

Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “That’s it?”

“It’s been a month. The jury is still out,” Melanie insisted.

“Well, the jury may still be out, but the public loves her. She has an eighty-four percent approval rating,” Charlotte boasted.

“She hasn’t done anything yet except attend the Inauguration and the Super Bowl.”

“She did a live interview.”

“With Bob Costas.”

“She did great.”

“She did better than I thought she’d do. In my opinion, she’s simply basking in the afterglow of that brilliant Inaugural address I wrote for you.”

“That’s one hell of an afterglow,” Charlotte taunted.

She saw Melanie suppress a laugh and stuff a large bite of her chicken Casear salad into her mouth.

“You are such a bitch,” Charlotte said.

“That’s why you like me so much.”

“It’s why I need you here.” Charlotte stabbed at her Cobb salad.

“You seem to be doing just fine without me. You have Tara and Ralph to keep you company.”

“We’re managing. I think you’re going to regret leaving us.”

Melanie had served as Charlotte’s chief of staff for the entire first term, as White House press secretary for Charlotte’s predecessor, and as a press aide to the president who preceded him.

Charlotte would have liked for Melanie to have stayed on as chief of staff, but after fifteen years at the White House, she’d resigned on the night of Charlotte’s reelection. She’d said that it was time to move on. Charlotte wooed Melanie back to her administration with an offer she couldn’t refuse, and one that many in Washington thought was motivated by cronyism, pure and simple. But Charlotte was confident that Melanie had seen enough as a confidante to three presidents during a time of several wars to be plenty seasoned as the nation’s secretary of defense.

“I’m in charge of the goddamned Pentagon. Isn’t that enough of a contribution for any human being to make to her country?”

“Melanie, we both know you aren’t human.”

“It’s nice to know you miss me, Madam President.”

“Of course I miss you. But you’re enjoying it, right?”

“It’s weird. I know every corner of this place, and I can hardly find my own office over there.”

“I could ask the new chief of staff if I could make a trip over there for a briefing next week?” Charlotte offered.

“I knew it wouldn’t take long before you couldn’t say his name out loud, either.”

Now it was Charlotte who pretended not to laugh.

“Ralph has been on his best behavior,” Charlotte insisted.

“Yes, and he’s looking great, too.” Ralph had gained about fifteen pounds since the campaign ended and was bursting out of his pants. He refused to buy new suits.

Charlotte threw her napkin at Melanie and steered the conversation away from Tara. Melanie had gone out on a limb during the campaign to knock down a story about Tara serving time in rehab. Melanie had defended Tara as skillfully as she did everything else, but Charlotte knew she’d been uncomfortable with Tara and Marcus’s inability to provide anything concrete for Melanie to push back with. Charlotte suspected that Melanie would never completely forgive her for putting her in a position where her own credibility was on the line for someone she hardly knew, but in many regards, their friendship had started to deepen now that Melanie was serving as her defense secretary.

Melanie was thriving at DOD and had taken a methodical approach to winning over her detractors. Still, Charlotte had a hunch that Melanie experienced moments of angst about being away from the mother ship. In many ways, after fifteen years, the White House defined Melanie more than it did Charlotte. She was known around Washington as Charlotte’s alter ego, a reputation that served both women well. Charlotte would not have survived her first term without Melanie. They had endured every brutal moment together. Only now that Melanie was no longer her chief of staff did Charlotte appreciate just how much Melanie had had on her plate during the first term.

After they both devoured large bowls of fat-free vanilla soft serve smothered in chocolate sauce, Melanie returned to the Pentagon, and Charlotte settled in to read a stack of memos. She thought about how different things were since her reelection.

During her first years in office, Charlotte often felt deeply wounded by the constant stream of criticism directed at her from Washington’s permanent ruling class—the lobbyists, pundits, journalists, and lawmakers who served up play-by-play analysis of her every move. Charlotte had arrived in D.C. completely unprepared for the personal nature of the attacks aimed at her administration. In the early days, every morning started with a thorough review of the major newspapers, which were filled with nit-picking of her policies and performance. Despite Melanie’s warnings, she’d watch the cable news shows each night after she retreated to the White House residence. Charlotte had also relied heavily on pollsters and consultants to guide her actions by analyzing the pros and cons of any move. Ultimately, turning to everyone else had paralyzed her. She’d reached a point where she couldn’t make a single decision without sitting through a dozen meetings and hearing from cabinet secretaries, deputies, and policy experts. Her confidence in her own instincts—the instincts that had served her well as governor of California and as a candidate for president—had been buried. After teetering at the brink of defeat and disgrace, she’d traveled an unlikely path of political redemption. She had won reelection with fifty-four percent of the vote—a landslide in modern presidential politics.

Charlotte looked up from her paperwork to greet the dogs. Her longtime personal assistant, Samantha, brought her three vizslas over for a visit each afternoon. The youngest dog, Emma, jumped onto the sofa and looked as though she might pee on it.

“Get off of the couch, monkey,” Charlotte ordered.

Mika and Cammie had their paws in her lap and were licking her face. Charlotte nuzzled them both and laughed when Cammie, the oldest of the three, climbed onto her and curled up with a soft moan.

“You are so silly,” she murmured. Charlotte returned her attention to the memo in front of her while the dogs chewed on bones and napped away the afternoon in the Oval Office.



CHAPTER FOUR


Tara

Tara could hear what sounded like a mob of staffers shuffling around and speaking in low tones on the other side of her door. They’d been waiting for more than twenty minutes to brief her on the president’s alternative energy initiative, which she’d been asked to promote in a roundtable discussion with energy experts and local entrepreneurs on a trip to Michigan the following week. She opened the top drawer of her desk and looked for something to take the edge off her headache. She’d felt it coming on before she got out of bed that morning. It started on the tops of her shoulders, and as the morning dragged on, the pain made its way up her neck. Now it felt as if her head was in a vise. She was nauseous and hungry at the same time. She’d called in sick the day before, and twice the week before that. Tara was sure that she’d missed more work in less than two months on the job than Charlotte had missed during her entire first term. She couldn’t go home early again.

She stared at the white paper in front of her and tried to focus. She couldn’t bear the thought of another endless meeting. All she’d done for the past eight weeks was get on and off Air Force Two, enter and exit motorcades, shake hands on rope lines, and endure endless briefings about topics she never thought she’d have to master. She glanced up at the television and saw CNN tease another story about her. The media’s obsession with her unlikely rise to the vice presidency was beginning to alarm her. The press painted a picture of her idyllic home life that bore little resemblance to reality. A columnist at the New York Times had pronounced her the new standard-bearer for having it all.

She clicked off the television and tried one more time to read through the briefing.

Tara had never been the smartest girl in class, but she’d always worked the hardest. In college, she snuck out of parties in her dorm to return to the library. In law school, she lived on Red Bull and chocolate-covered espresso beans to power herself through all-night study sessions; and as a young attorney, she scored points with her superiors for her work ethic.

As New York’s first female attorney general with a child in diapers, she’d been given ample latitude with the voters of New York to pass on the social aspects of elected office. What the public didn’t know was that she didn’t spend her time away from the office raising her child. She left that to her husband. Tara spent all her time working. As A.G., she pulled all-nighters several times a week to make sure she was always prepared for her official responsibilities. The strategy had paid off.

It hadn’t been a total shock to everyone that she’d been tapped to run as vice president the year before. Tara’s husband, Marcus, was an FBI agent she’d met while working as an assistant U.S. attorney in Manhattan. He carefully cultivated Tara’s image as an independent-minded Democrat who wasn’t hostage to party or ideology. His effort, which began as endearing spousal cheerleading, became a full-time endeavor. He’d taken a leave of absence from the FBI during the campaign and had extended his leave to help them get settled in Washington.

In law enforcement, Tara mused, it wasn’t too difficult to cast oneself as above the fray. In her case, she simply hadn’t had the time or the energy for politics. Her superiors misinterpreted the limits of her bandwidth for high-mindedness and appointed her to several highly visible working groups at the Justice Department. Thanks in part to Marcus’s shameless boasting about her accomplishments, she’d become the darling of the New York congressional delegation and had even been rumored to be in talks with New York’s billionaire mayor to run on a third-party ticket. Tara never seriously contemplated any of it, but when Charlotte Kramer called and asked to meet with her, she knew it was her opportunity to step onto the national stage. She also knew that she should say no. Tara was acutely aware of her limitations. Serving as an elected official in New York was one thing. She had enough privacy as the state’s top prosecutor to let her public profile ebb and flow with the cases her office was working. The vice presidency was something entirely different. She had deep reservations about agreeing to meet with Charlotte. On the other hand, it had been years since the president had been unable to pull herself out of one of her lows. When Charlotte had called that day in August, Tara and Marcus were at the beach with Kendall. The president had been down more than twelve points in the polls. Now, as Tara stared at the antique map of the original colonies that hung in her office in the West Wing, she realized how foolish she’d been to have believed that Charlotte couldn’t actually win.

Tara heard a knock on her door. She rose to open it.

“Madam Vice President?” It was Karen.

“Yes, Karen, I’m ready. Send them in.”

Tara watched as eight men in dark suits and one woman in a navy skirt and jacket filed into her office. They seemed to be waiting for an invitation to sit, but she couldn’t get her mind to communicate with her mouth fast enough. Karen stole a glance at her boss and took it upon herself to get everyone settled. “Madam Vice President, can I get you a latte or some tea?”

“Yes, Karen, a latte would be great. Thank you. Is Dale coming?”

“Yes ma’am. She ducked out to take a call from Ralph, but she’ll be right in.”

During the campaign, Ralph Giacamo had served as the president’s senior advisor, a vague White House title that carries with it only as much responsibility and power as the president feels like awarding on any given day. He took advantage of the latitude it afforded him and cultivated a relationship with Tara that was as intimate as any bond between a politician and a trusted counselor. As a reward for helping Charlotte win a second term, he’d been named White House chief of staff. Ralph was less available to her now than he’d been during the campaign, but Tara was relieved that he’d insisted on being named Charlotte’s chief of staff and senior advisor to the vice president. It was highly unusual for the chief of staff to hold a title with the office of the vice president, but Ralph made the case to the president that it would serve everyone’s interest to have the president’s operation synched up tightly with the office of the vice president, or the OVP.

Dale and Ralph were the two people Tara had come to rely on the most. Dale’s role included responsibilities outside the scope of typical communications activities. She’d become a gatekeeper. She oversaw all scheduling decisions, travel and speech content, and press appearances. As Tara looked around at the faces of the policy team members, she wondered what they thought of her.

“Madam Vice President, you’re going to be seated next to T. Boone Pickens, a former oil man who has invested hundreds of millions of dollars in alternative energy technology. He’s one of the—”

“I know who T. Boone Pickens is,” Tara interrupted.

“Right. I’m sorry. He’ll moderate a discussion at a company called Wired Wind. They are trying to figure out how to take the power generated from wind and other alternative sources and distribute it more efficiently. Mr. Pickens is going to introduce you to several other entrepreneurs who are on the cutting edge of wind, solar, and nuclear energy development and transmission. We’ve drafted some questions for you to pose to each of them. Would you like to practice them?”

They were staring at her like she was a kindergarten student. Why would they think she’d need to rehearse their scripted questions? Why were the questions scripted in the first place? She wanted the meeting to end. Tara scanned the room and noticed that Dale was watching her intently from the back of the room.

“Madam Vice President, perhaps we could table the logistics until the day of the event and use today’s time to discuss any remaining policy issues?”

“Yes, yes, Dale, thank you, that’s a good idea.”

The policy team looked a little disappointed, but they obeyed. Tara got through the rest of the meeting by staring at the plate of cookies and trying to decide which ones to eat once everyone left. When the last of the experts finally left her office, she sank into her couch and let out a loud sigh.

“How are you holding up, Madam Vice President?” Dale asked.

“I think I’m a little under the weather.”

Dale nodded sympathetically. “It’s been grueling. And with all the travel coming up, it’s going to get worse.”

The thought of things getting worse tightened the imaginary vise around her head.

“How’s the Mideast trip shaping up?” Tara asked.

“Good. The plan is for you to be in Afghanistan to boost troop morale before the spring fighting heats up. You’ll make stops in Saudi Arabia, Jordan, and Dubai. Ralph believes the trip will cement your foreign policy credentials and show you as a real partner to the president on national security issues.”

Tara forced a smile on her face.

“That sounds like a smart thing to do.”

“Let me know if there’s anything else you need, Madam Vice President.”

As soon as Dale left her office, Tara picked up the plate of uneaten cookies and devoured them. She rested her feet on the coffee table in front of her and shut her eyes for a couple of minutes. She didn’t feel any better. Tara reached for the phone and dialed Marcus.

“I need to come home right now,” she whispered.

“Honey, you can’t do that again,” Marcus warned.

Tara felt a lump forming in her throat. “I’m exhausted.”

“Shhh. You’re okay. Have you had anything to eat?”

“Yes. I had some soup for lunch.” She declined to mention the four chocolate chip cookies she’d just polished off.

“Good. You don’t want to let your blood sugar get too low. Why don’t you have Karen get you some coffee or tea and I’ll bring Kendall by for a visit?”

Tara brightened a bit. “We can all go home together after your visit.”

“We’ll see about that. Do you have anything else on your schedule today?”

Tara stood up to check her line-by-line schedule for the day.

“It says that I’m invited to attend a briefing for the president on foreign aid in the Roosevelt Room at six P.M.”

“You should go to that.”

Tara felt tears of frustration forming behind her eyes.

“We’ll see how I feel,” she said. “When do you think you’ll be here?”

“I’m on my way to pick her up from school right now. We’ll come straight to the White House.”

“Thank you, Marcus. I’m sorry to bug you. I know you have your own things to deal with.”

“You don’t have to thank me—this is what I’m here for. We’re going to get through this together. Next week will be better. You’ll see.”

“I didn’t think it would be like this,” she said quietly.

“You’re doing great.”

“No, I’m not. I screw something up every time I step out of the house.”

“Come on, baby. You’re the most admired woman in America. Doesn’t that tell you something about the job you’re doing?”

“But it isn’t real. The person they admire isn’t me. It’s the idea that I’m them.”

He sighed, and Tara could tell he was starting to lose his patience.

“Honey, please do me a favor and try to hang in there until we get there. Will you do that for me?”

“Yes. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“We’ll see you soon.”

Tara picked up one of the magazines on her coffee table. There she was, smiling back at herself from the front porch of the Naval Observatory, the official residence of the vice president. Marcus had his arm around her shoulder, and Kendall was standing in front of them. The headline read: “America Feels at Home with the Meyers.” She shook her head back and forth and ran her finger over the picture.

“What have we done?” she whispered.



CHAPTER FIVE


Dale

The vice president nailed the event at Wired Wind in Michigan. In the weeks that followed, the West Wing eagerly dispatched her to similar events in Ohio, Wisconsin, and Iowa. Creating new jobs in the energy sector was one of the cornerstones of the president’s economic recovery strategy. Previous presidents had harped on the national security imperative of lessening America’s dependence on foreign oil, but eventually people figured out that most of that imported oil comes from Canada and Mexico. President Kramer turned the debate on its head by turning it into a jobs crusade.

It was clear to Dale that the vice president had done her homework on the obstacles that alternative energy companies had when it came to delivering their products to a hungry American market looking for cheap energy. She’d won rave reviews from the industry and in the business press, and Dale hoped that her boss was finally building up some confidence.

The vice president had turned in a couple of shaky performances early on that seemed to rattle her to her core. On a trip to the education department to greet workers, she’d been stumped by a question from an employee about merit pay for teachers. And on a visit to New Orleans, she’d stumbled on a question about hurricane preparedness. Dale suspected that the constant scrutiny was taking a toll, but the public remained fascinated by her. The media covered her every move, and the press contingency at vice presidential events rivaled the president’s press corps in size and star power.

Despite her popularity, Ralph was afraid that Tara was becoming a one-trick pony with the energy events. He asked Dale to pressure the advance team and the State Department to push her trip to the Middle East up by a few weeks.

Dale had fallen asleep the night before with the speech the vice president would deliver in Jordan and a set of highlighters in her lap. She forgot to call Peter back, and she woke up to three texts he’d sent to make sure she was okay. She knew she was testing the limits of his patience and understanding. Now, as she balanced her BlackBerry on the steering wheel, she made a mental note to search for flights to San Francisco as soon as she got into the office. She’d already slammed on her brakes once to avoid rear-ending a garbage truck, and she didn’t need to start her day by running down an early-morning jogger or crashing into one of her colleagues. As far as she could tell, those were the only people on the streets of downtown Washington at five-thirty in the morning. She slowed down as she neared the final traffic light. Once she was fully stopped, she skimmed her e-mails. Ralph had sent her three 911 messages. She’d be inside the White House complex in less than five minutes. Whatever it was could wait. Just as she was about to lower her BlackBerry into her lap, her phone rang. “Hello?”

“It’s the Situation Room, ma’am. I have Mr. Giacamo for you.”

“Thanks.”

Dale held the phone to her ear as she turned onto E Street. She still didn’t have a hard pass, the official “all access ticket” to the West Wing. The hard pass signaled to the Secret Service that a complete background check had been turned in by the FBI. Without it, you were treated like a visitor, at best, and a possible threat by the paranoid Secret Service agents. It didn’t help with Dale’s transition from reporter to staffer that she had to wear a scarlet “A” for appointment around her neck every day. But the most cumbersome consequence of lacking the coveted hard pass was that the Secret Service had to look up her name and clear her every time she entered the eighteen acres. Dale handed over her driver’s license and pulled over next to the K-9 units.
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