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United States Senator William Henry Lee IV and his wife, Katharine Rule Lee, drove away from their Georgetown house in their Chevrolet Suburban early on a December morning. There was the promise of snow in the air.


Kate sipped coffee from an insulated mug and yawned. Tell me again why we drive this enormous fucking car, she said.


Will laughed. I keep forgetting youre not a politician, he said. We drive it because it is, by my reckoning, the least offensive motor vehicle manufactured in the state of Georgia, and because Georgia car workers and their union have shown the great wisdom to support your husbands candidacy in two elections.


Oh, she said. Now I remember.


Good. Im glad I wont have to put you in a home right before Christmas. He looked in the rearview mirror and saw another Suburban following them. Theyre there, he said.


Theyre supposed to be.


How did they know?


Because I called them last night and gave them our schedule.


The week before there had been a terrorist attack on CIA employees as they had left the Agencys building in McLean, Virginia, and certain Agency officials had been given personal protection for a time; Kate Rule was the deputy director for Intelligence, chief of all the CIAs analysts, and was, therefore, entitled.


Oh, Will replied, sipping his own coffee and heading north toward College Park, Maryland, and its airport. Theyre not going to follow us all the way to Georgia, are they?


I persuaded them that wouldnt be necessary.


Good.


Its a little like having Secret Service protection, isnt it? she nudged. Does it make you feel presidential?


Nothing is going to make me feel presidential, at least for another nine years.


What about the cabinet? If Joe Adams is elected and wants you for Defense or State or something, will you leave the Senate?


Joseph Adams was vice president of the United States and the way-out-in-front leader for the Democratic Partys nomination for president the following year. Joe and I have already talked about that. He says I can have anything I want, but he doesnt really mean it.


I always thought Joe was a pretty sincere guy, Kate said.


Oh, he is, and he was sincere with the half-dozen other guys he told the same thing. But I dont really have the foreign-policy credentials for State, and while I think I really could have Defense, I dont want it. I dont want to spend eight or even four years doing battle with both the military and Congress; the job killed James Forrestal and Les Aspin, and its ground up a lot of others.


What about Justice? Your work on the Senate Judiciary Committee should stand you in good stead for that.


I think I could have Justice, if I were willing to fight for it tooth and nail, and theres a real opportunity to do some good work there.


Well?


I think Ill stay in the Senate. Georgias got a Republican governor at the moment, and if I left, hed get to appoint my replacement, and we dont want that. Also, if Joes elected, three or four top senators will leave to join the administration, among them the minority leader, and Id have a real good shot at that job. And if we can win the Senate back, then the job would be majority leader, and that is very inviting.


Its the kind of job you could keep for the rest of your career, she said.


It is.


But you dont want to spend the rest of your career in the Senate, do you?


You know I love the Senate.


Will, youve been awfully closemouthed about this, but I know damned well you want to be president.


One of these days, sure, Will replied.


You mean after Joe has served for eight years?


Id only be fifty-seven. Why not? I might even appoint you director of Central Intelligence.


Yeah, sure, she said. The world would fall on you.


If Jack Kennedy could appoint Bobby attorney general, why couldnt I appoint my wife to be head of the CIA?


Well, its a nice thought, anyway, she said.


Listen, heres a thought; Joes going to owe me after the election, and if Im not going to ask him for a cabinet job, I could ask him to appoint you DCI.


Would you really do that?


Lets just say that I know the candidate well and have the highest confidence in her. Its not as though youre not supremely well qualified.


Mmmmm. I like the sound of it.


Of course, Id want my back scratched a lot if I pull this off, and I mean that in the literal, not the figurative sense.


Ill start growing my nails now. She laughed.


Promises, promises.


I think about it sometimes, she said.


Scratching my back? Less thought, more action!


No, I mean your being president.


And what do you think when you think about it?


Mostly about what a huge pain in the ass being first lady would be.


Oh, it might have its up sideweekends at Camp David, travel on Air Force One, that sort of thing.


Id have to make a lot of speeches, and you know how I hate doing that.


Well, how about this? If Joe has already appointed you DCI, I could reappoint you. Then I could hire a first lady.


Just run an ad, you mean?


Why not?


Well, I must admit, the idea of being appointed and then reappointed has its appeal, but the substitute wife doesnt.


Im glad to hear it. Will turned into the entrance of the little airport at College Park, which had been founded by the Wright Brothers and was located on the grounds of the University of Maryland. He drove down the taxiway to where his airplane was tied down, got out of the car, and unlocked the cabin door. The airplane was new, a Piper Malibu-Mirage, a six-seat, pressurized single-engine aircraft, loaded with the latest equipment. Will had traded his elderly Cessna for it a couple of months before, and it made trips back to Georgia a lot faster and more comfortable.


He climbed in and lowered the rear seat backs, then stowed the luggage Kate handed him. She drove the Suburban back to the little office and parked it there.


Will had nearly finished his preflight inspection when Kate returned. She started to say something, but her voice was drowned out by the noise of a large helicopter setting down on the grass nearby. Will recognized it immediately.


So did Kate. I thought the president had already gone home to California for Christmas, she said.


I thought so, too, Will said.


The airstair door of the helicopter was lowered, but the engines were kept running. A young Marine officer in a crisp uniform left the craft and came jogging toward where Will and Kate stood.


He ran up to them and saluted smartly. Senator, Mrs. Lee.


Good morning, Lieutenant, Will said.


The vice president and Mrs. Adams would be honored if you would join them for breakfast at Camp David, the officer said.


Will and Kate looked at each other. We were just about to take off for Georgia, Will said.


The vice president instructed me to insist, the Marine replied. Well have you back here before noon, and our people will get you an expedited clearance to Georgia.


Well need to change clothes, Will said. There was no telling who might be there.


That wont be necessary, sir; it will be just the two of you and Vice President and Mrs. Adams.


Will looked at Kate and shrugged. She shrugged back. He locked up the Mirage and followed the Marine back to the idling helicopter. A moment later they had taken off and were headed northwest across the Maryland landscape.


Kate leaned over and spoke into Wills ear. You have any idea what this is all about?


Will shook his head. Not a clue, he said.
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As they approached Camp David, it began to snow, and they could see nothing from the helicopter except whiteness. Kate squeezed Wills hand.


I dont like this, she said. How are they going to land?


Dont worry, theyll get us in safely.


He was right. At around five hundred feet they could see the interstate highway, then a deep forest, and then the big chopper alit gently on the pad. Will had been to Camp David only once before, in summer, and the contrast was startling. The trees were bereft of leaves, and the summer golf-cart transportation had been replaced by a Secret Service Ford Expedition. It had not been snowing long, but already a broom machine was sweeping the roads and paths ahead of them. They drove past a number of buildings, then stopped before a large structure of timber and stone.


This is Aspen Lodge, Will said, as they got out of the car. Its the presidents residence here. A Secret Service agent escorted them up the path to the door, on which hung the seal of the vice president. He opened the door for them and ushered them in. Past the foyer they emerged into a large, luxuriously furnished living room, with deep sofas and chairs scattered artfully about. The walls were hung with fine paintings, mostly American landscapes, chosen by the president and first lady from the collection of the National Gallery of Art.


Vice President and Mrs. Adams will be with you shortly, the agent said, then left them alone in the room.


A Filipino butler entered. Good morning, Senator, Mrs. Lee, he said. May I get you some refreshment?


A V-8, please, Kate replied.


Orange juice, Will said.


The man disappeared and returned with the juices. They stood in front of the huge fireplace and warmed their backsides while they waited.


This is quite a place, Kate said. No wonder presidents love it so much.


If you were first lady, it would be yours, Will whispered.


Its too early in the game to start tempting me, Will; theres plenty of time for that.


Tempting you has always been one of my chief pleasures, Will said.


I wonder whats keeping Joe and Sue?


Theyre entitled.


As if on cue, the vice president and his wife entered the room from a rear hallway. Will! Adams said, ignoring the outstretched hand and embracing him. Its good to see you!


The women, who were less well acquainted than their husbands, touched cheeks and exchanged pleasantries.


Have you had breakfast? the vice president asked.


Not really, Will replied.


Neither have we. Adams nodded at the waiter. Tell Carlos what youd like.


An egg white omelet, dry toast, and coffee, Kate said.


Scrambled eggs and smoked salmon, home fries, English muffin, and more orange juice, Will said, ignoring a sharp glance from his wife. Coffee later.


The Adamses ordered, then joined Will and Kate before the fire. I love this place in winter, Adams said, and the president was kind enough to offer us the lodge. Where is Peter? I thought hed be with you.


Its his dads turn to have him for Christmas, Kate said of her son. Hes going to Boston.


And how old is he now?


Sixteen. A sophomore at Choate, his fathers school.


I know youre proud of him.


I certainly am. Hes doing very well in school; sports, too. Where are your children, Mr. Vice President?


Its Joe and Sue, please, Adams said. Theyre already at my folks place in Florida. Were flying down to join them this afternoon.


How was New York? Will asked. The vice presidents trip had been in the newshed made some speeches while his wife Christmas shopped.


Just lovely this time of the year, Adams replied. We got to the theater a couple of times. It was almost a vacation.


Have you got your shopping all done, Kate? Sue Adams asked.


Im relieved to say I have, Kate replied. We sent Peters gifts to Boston earlier in the week, and I found a very nice lump of coal for my husband.


The Adamses laughed, then the food arrived, and everyone dug in, keeping up an animated conversation. Will knew Joe Adams very wellAdams had been the first senator to befriend him as an equal, when Will had arrived on the Hill as a senator, instead of as a senatorial aide, and he had known him through committee work before that. While their conversation was the chat of good friends, Will thought he caught something strained in Adamss behavior, and in his wifes, too.


Finally, the dishes were cleared away, and a pot of coffee was set on the table. Sue Adams poured for everyone, then sat down. There was a moment of complete silence, then the butler came back.


Would you and your guests like anything else at all, Mr. Vice President? he asked.


Thank you, Carlos, no. Would you tell the Secret Service man at the door and your own staff that we dont wish to be disturbed for a while?


Of course, Mr. Vice President. Carlos bowed and left the room.


The silence came back. Will waited for someone to break it.


Joe Adams finally did. Will, Kate, he said, weve asked you up here to give you some news personally. He paused and cleared his throat. Sue Adams stared out a window at the snow.


Hes not going to run, Will thought. Is he insane? The office is his for the taking. Has he had an affair? A stroke? What the hell is going on?


First of all, I want you to know that this room is not bugged, and our conversation is not being recorded. I had the Secret Service double-check that earlier today. What Im about to tell you and Kate I intend to tell only you and Kateyou, Will, because, more than anyone else besides Sue, you have a right to know. Youre as close a friend as I have, and youve put more into my presidential effort than anyone else. Kate, I want you to know, because I dont want Will to have to keep this from you. I know that I dont even have to ask you both to keep this in the strictest confidence.


Will and Kate nodded. The atmosphere in the room had become somber. Sue Adams got up and went to the window, turning her back to them. She produced a tissue and dabbed at her face.


Our trip to New York wasnt just for speeches, the theater, and shopping, Joe Adams said. There was another reason.


Oh, God, Will thought. I dont know what this is, but I know Im going to hate it.


Joe Adams took out a handkerchief, blew his nose, returned the handkerchief to his pocket, then continued.
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The vice president took a sip of his coffee and began to speak. The week before last I had my annual physical at Walter Reed Hospital. It went beautifully, and I got a clean bill of health. Ironically, it was the first time I can remember when everythingweight, cholesterol, blood pressure, the workswas right on the money. He took another sip of his coffee. But I wasnt entirely frank with the staff at Walter Reed.


Will shifted uncomfortably in his seat. If his friend had a clean bill of health from Walter Reed, what the hell could be the matter?


There was something they didnt pick up on at the hospital, Joe Adams said, something they wouldnt have detected unless they had been looking for and tested for it specifically. Id had some symptoms that only Sue and I knew about; thats why we arranged the New York trip. My old college roommate is now one of the two or three top neurologists in the country, and he put together a very thorough series of tests, some of them quite new. Those things that had to be accomplished at a hospital were done in the middle of the night, and under an assumed name, with a minimum of trusted staff present. The other tests were conducted in a suite at the Waldorf Towers, adjacent to our own quarters. The results of all this testing, by the top experts in the field, were conclusive. He looked at Kate, then back at Will. Im in the early stages of Alzheimers disease.


Will had been holding his breath; he let it out in a rush. Joe he began.


Adams held up a hand. Please; let me tell you everything. I know your first question will be, shouldnt I get a second opinion. My testing encompassed three opinions, independently arrived at. They were all in complete agreement. I have it; its going to get worse; and, unless I get lucky and have a coronary, Im eventually going to die from it.


Sue Adams returned from the window and took her seat. Her eyes were red.


Kate put her hand on Sues.


Joe and I have a hard road ahead of us, Sue Adams said, and were going to need your help.


Adams continued. Your next question is going to be, I know, will I resign? The answer is no, and Ill tell you why. I talked with the president yesterday, before he left for California, and I told him I was thinking of resigning my office in order to pursue my presidential campaign full-time. He neither encouraged nor discouraged that action. As you know, he hasnt made any promise to support my candidacy. We werent the best of friends or the closest of colleagues before we were electedhe picked me as his running mate for purely pragmatic reasonsand weve disagreed as often as weve agreed on issues. So I asked him, frankly, who he would appoint as my successor if I resigned.


Given what he had heard so far, Will was very anxious to hear the presidents answer to this question.


To my surprise, Adams continued, the president told me he had anticipated my thoughts about resigning. He knew that not being vice president would allow me to disagree with his policies more often. As a result, he said he had given a lot of consideration to whom he might appoint. I half expected him to ask for my recommendation, and I was going to recommend you, Will.


Why thank you, Joe, Will managed to say.


But he didnt ask. Instead he told me he had decided not to appoint a new vice president. Hes under no constitutional obligation to do so, of course, and he said that, with barely more than a year left to serve, he thought that the speculation surrounding the appointment and the jockeying for advantage by various groups would create too much distraction from the important issues he wants to resolve before he leaves office. As it happens, I think hes right, but if I resigned, his failure to appoint a successor would leave us with an unacceptable situation: It would put the Speaker of the House in line to succeed the president, if he should die before his term ends.


Will nodded his understanding.


Now, Ive always made a great effort to have good relations with the Speaker, and Ive tried to consider his position on various issues, but I have to tell you that his positions are so bizarre, sometimes, and always so self-serving and partisan, at the expense of the country, that I swear, if he became president, Id have to shoot him myself.


Will and Kate both laughed.


But rather than entertain that possibility, the vice president continued, it seemed simpler just not to resign my office and continue to campaign for the presidency as vice president.


Will blinked. Continue to campaign? he asked incredulously.


Adams held up a hand. Easy, Will; Im not crazy yet. In my condition, Id never try to be elected president. Therell come a right moment to leave the race, and when it happens, Ill recognize it, but its not now. The best medical advice I can get is that the progress of my disease will be slow, and that theres no reason why I shouldnt serve out my term. Id like to do that, especially because I know now that I can never be president. I think that I can have a positive influence on events and, particularly, on the next session of Congress, if I remain in office.


Will conceded to himself that that was so.


However, I dont want my medical condition to become public knowledge as long as I can lead a fairly normal life. That would keep me from having any influence on events, and I dont want that while I can be a positive force in national affairs. I announced for the presidency early on, in order to discourage some other potential candidates, and if I withdraw now, Ill have to explain why, and I cant think of an explanation that would ring true. Id have the press all over me, probing into my life for the real reason, and eventually theyd find it.


Thats true enough, Will said.


So I plan to continue as if nothing were wrong, Adams said. Ill do my job as vice president, Ill do the minimum necessary in the way of campaign appearances, and Ill continue to raise money.


Joe, Will said, that troubles me, because when you finally do withdraw from the race it will be apparent that you will have been accepting campaign donations under what amounts to false pretenses. I dont think you can do that.


Ive already addressed that problem, Adams said. What I plan to do is to make an offer to every campaign contributor at the time of my withdrawal. Ill give them a choice: Ill refund their donation; Ill direct it to the campaign of any candidate they designate; or Ill turn it over to the Democratic Party. Ill mail a form to every contributor that they can fill out, sign, and return, and Ill act on those wishes.


Have you given any thought as to when you might withdraw?


Early on, but after the Iowa caucuses and the earliest primaries, like New Hampshire.


Will nodded. Are you sure youre doing the right thing, Joe?


No, Im not. Im just making the best decision I can in the circumstances. If I announce my condition and resign now, then all I can do is go home to Florida, sit on the beach, and wait to go crazy and die. If I stay on, I can have some real influence on the presidents legislative program and on next years congressional elections. The Republican majority in both houses is razor-thin, and I want to win back both the Senate and the House, as well as a great many governorships. If Im out of office, Ill leave a vacuum, and I dont want that.


I can understand your position, Joe, Will said.


Sue supports me in this, Adams said. Shes always been my closest advisor, and shes going to stick close to me to be sure that I dont do the wrong thing because of a memory lapsewhich, by the way, is my principal symptom so farshort-term memory loss. Id like to stress that I am not delusional. I plan to deal with my memory lapses by having notes taken at every opportunity, so that nothing will get by me. Ill depend a lot on Sue for that.


Thats a good idea, Will said.


Theres something else, Will, Adams said. When I withdraw, Im going to do so in your favor. Im going to ask my contributors to assign their contributions to your campaign.


Will had not yet given any thought to his own position, and he was stunned. Thats incredibly generous of you, Joe, he managed to say. But Kate and I are going to have to talk about this.


Of course you will, Adams replied. Fortunately, you have the holidays ahead of you, and therell be time before you announce.


Announce? Will said.


I want you to announce for the presidency right after New Years; I want you to have established yourself as a candidate independent of me in the minds of the electorate before I withdraw.


Ill have to give that a lot of thought, Joe.


Sue Adams spoke up. Will, speaking for myself, I think youre now the Democrat who is best qualified for the presidency. Youre well established at the center, as well as at the heart of the party, and Joe and I want to see you elected next November.


We certainly do, Adams said. You are superbly qualified by temperament, training, and intellect. As far as Im concerned, nobody in either party comes close.


Will warmed to the praise, but he was being sucked into this little conspiracy, and he wasnt entirely comfortable with it.


Adams seemed to sense his disquiet. Will, all Im asking you to do is to help me make a graceful exit from public life, while accomplishing as much as I can in the time remaining to me. Is that too much to ask of a close friend?


No, certainly not, Will replied.


Good, Adams said. Call me when youve made a decision about announcing.
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Will took off from College Park Airport and called Washington Center for his clearance, as the Marine lieutenant had instructed him to do. To his surprise, he was cleared direct to his home airport in Warm Springs, Georgia, instead of being routed on airways. He climbed to his assigned altitude of 18,000 feet, leaned the engine, punched the identifier for Warm Springs into his GPS computer, switched on the autopilot, and sat back, doing an instrument scan every minute or so.


Hardly a word had passed between him and Kate on the helicopter ride back to College Park, and until now, he had been too busy flying to talk. He wanted to talk.


This whole thing scares me to death, Will said.


You? Scared of running for president?


Not that, so much; its Joes situation. Its like a bomb that may or may not go off.


Do you really think hes doing the right thing?


Will shrugged. Im not sure theres only one right thing, he said. It would be right if he announced his condition publicly and resigned, but whos to say that what hes doing is wrong? He has some very good points about his usefulness to the party and the country over the next months. I certainly wouldnt deny him that.


You understand that, if the bomb goes off, its going to hurt you, as well as Joe.


Maybe; thats entirely unpredictable. Ive been thinking back over the history of the presidency, and the only thing I can think of that resembles this situation is Woodrow Wilsons illness in office, and his wifes acting for him. Of course, its not quite the same thing; Joes not president. If he were, I think hed have to resign, regardless of the consequences.


Do you think Reagan was in the early stages of Alzheimers during his last term?


I dont know; its possible, I guess, and its also possible that nobody really noticed. After all, he was the oldest president, and youd expect some slowing down at that age.


Remember when he had to testify in court? He said I dont recall dozens of times. At the time I thought he was dissembling, but maybe he really didnt remember.


Maybe not.


Kate was quiet for a while, then she spoke. If you do this, its going to play hell with our lives.


Thats true of everybody who ever ran for the office, Will replied. Do you not want me to do it?


Oh, Will, I think youd make a superb president, you know that.


Im glad you think so. What we have to get clear between us is what your role is going to be.


What do you want my role to be?


We have two choices, I think: One is that you resign from the Agency and play the campaign wife. I know you dont want to do that, and I dont expect you to. The other is for you to remain at the Agency and do your job. I can say, in campaigning, that my wife and I are both public servants and that we decided, together, that the country would be best served by your remaining at the Agency.


Sounds good to me, Kate said.


Understand, though, that there are times when Ill want you at my side: at the convention, for instance, and, if I get the nomination, on election night.


At the whole convention, or just for the smiling and waving at the end?


At the whole convention, I think. There has to be some time when the party and the press get to feel that youre a real person and not just a cardboard cutout thats set up for photo ops.


All right, I can take vacation time for the convention.


Also, when I make evening appearances in or around Washington, Id like you on the platform, work permitting.


Work permitting, okay. What about Peter?


The last night of the convention and election night only; thats all Ill ask of him. I dont want to interfere with his schooling or with his relationship with his father.


Yes, that would really set Simon off.


I dont want you to press Peter to do this; Id rather not have him there than have him think Im imposing on our relationship.


Peter loves you, Will; you know that. Hell be glad to help.


Youre going to have to warn him about the press, too, and Will stopped.


Tell him to stay out of trouble?


Well, yes. Hes a normal kid, and I want him to stay that way, but I dont want him getting busted for smoking pot, or anything like that.


I think thats a reasonable requestshe laughedand I think hell think so, too.


Ill need to talk about this with my folks, of course, Will said.


Kate laughed. You think theyre going to discourage you? Its their dream come true!


Well, yes.


Who else should you talk to?


I wish Ben Carr were still alive; Id sure like to talk to him.


Who else?


Tom Black, of course; Id want him to run the advertising and to advise, in general. Ill want Kitty Conroy and Tim Coleman on board right away. Conroy was the chief of his Senate staff, and Coleman, his press secretary.


You need a top politician to be campaign manager, Kate said. Maybe another senator, to do for you what you were going to do for Joe Adams.


Ill have to think about that, Will replied. Nobody jumps to mind, and a third of them will be running for reelection.


Thank God you dont have to make that decisionwhether to run for president or for reelection to the Senate. At least, if you lose, youll still be in the Senate.


There is that.


All in all, Senator, Id say you were in pretty good shape.


Sure, all I have to do is beat a big field in the primaries and a Republican in November and, along the way, raise sixty or seventy million dollars.


Oops, forgot about that.


Im not president yet. Of course, in the event that I actually get elected, the problem of your role is going to be a thorny one.


Will, I cannot be Nancy Reagan or Rosalyn Carter or Eleanor Roosevelt.


I understand that, but even if you stay at the Agency, therell be a lot of times when youll have to be at the White Houseinterviews, events, state dinners, and receptionsand probably some foreign travel.


I know the situation is different now than when we talked this morning, she said, but do you really think that, if you were president, you could appoint me head of Central Intelligence?


I think a better thing would be for me to appoint a group to evaluate candidates and make a recommendation. If you were among the recommended, it would be a lot easier to appoint you. Certainly, theres no precedent for a first lady holding down a top government job. Not even Bobby Kennedys appointment as attorney general was as sensitive as that. Can we leave it that Ill do the very best I can?


I suppose well have to leave it that way.


At worst, you could stay in your present job. And anyway, if Im not elected, you have no guarantee of ever having the top job. The fact that youre my wife would probably weigh against you with almost any president, certainly with a Republican.


You mean, my best shot is having my husband in the White House?


Will laughed. You said that; I didnt.


All right, Ill accept that: Nepotism is my best hope. But how am I going to hold down a full-time job at the Agency and still attend all these state dinners and receptions?


Listen, Id have to hold down a job as president, while attending them.


Touch, she said.
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They were met at the Warm Springs airport by Henry, the African-American retainer and factotum who had served the Lee family for decades. Will shook Henrys hand, inquired after his health and that of his wife, Marie, and got a satisfactory reply. Henry looked little older than he had ten years before.


Henry dropped them at Wills lakeside cottage and drove on to the main house. Will and Kate showered and rested a while, then walked up to the main house for dinner. The house, a brick-and-granite Georgian structure, had been copied from Wills mothers family home in County Cork, Ireland, and Patricia Lee had acted as the general contractor, supervising every detail of the building. It was fifty years old, and had a patina of maturity about it, wearing its age well.


Henry brought them drinks in the library, and a moment later Billy and Patricia Lee entered. Patricia was nearly eighty and her husband five years older, but they both looked remarkably well, Will thought whenever he saw them. Billy had had two heart attacks during the past twenty years and walked with a cane, but he was pink-faced and healthy-looking. There was an exchange of embraces and kisses, more drinks were brought, and they settled in to catch up.


We were so sorry Peter couldnt be with us, Patricia said, but we know its his fathers turn. How is the boy?


Thriving, Kate replied.


Will he come back to us this summer?


For at least a month, Kate said. Im not sure there are enough girls in Delano to suit him.


Ill see what I can do, Patricia replied, smiling.


Wills father spoke up. How come you were so late, Will? We were expecting you for lunch.


Im sorry about that, Dad, Will replied, but we were diverted before we could take off. The vice president invited us to Camp David for brunch.


Billy cocked his head. Thats a little odd, isnt it, right at the beginning of the Christmas holiday?


Will and Kate exchanged a glance, which was not lost on Billy Lee.


Whats up? Billy asked.


I cant tell you all of it, Will said, and what I do tell you cant go any farther.


Shoot.


It looks as though Joe wont run for president.


Everybody in the room sat stock-still for a long moment.


Hes ill, then, Billy said with finality.


I didnt say that.


You didnt need to. Heart? Cancer?


Nothing like that. I cant tell you more at the moment.


Billy nodded. Then youll be running. It wasnt a question.


Very likely. I havent made a final decision.


What decision? Theres no decision to make. If Joe Adams is out, you have to be in.


Will didnt quarrel with his father. I havent decided when to announce. Joe wants me to come out the first of the year.


Hes right; time is short. Who else knows about this?


Just Joe and Sue.


Thats what he told you, anyway. Joes a pretty sly politician.


I believe him, Will said.


Believe him, if you like, but dont act on that belief.


Youre not getting cynical on me, are you, Dad?


Just realistic.


It wasnt bad advice, Will knew. He nodded.


Well have a lot to talk about over this holiday, Billy said.


Lets not rush it, Dad.


At my age, I have to rush everything. I wouldnt want to kick off next month without having given you the benefit of my wisdom.


Well, youve never denied me that. Will laughed.


His mother laughed with him. Its been pretty good wisdom, hasnt it?


It has.


I still know a few people around the country who could help, Billy said. Of course, there are fewer of them than there used to be.


Im going to need all the help I can get, Will said.


Billy nodded. Just be careful what you have to give for it.


Henry came in to call them to dinner.





For the first time he could remember, sex did not render Will unconscious. He and Kate made love in their usual slow, caring way, and soon Kate was snoring softly and Will was staring at the ceiling. He got out of bed as quietly as he could, went to the kitchen, and poured himself a glass of milk. He took it into the living room and sat in his leather recliner.


Normally, decisions came easily to Will; he had an orderly mind, and he organized and considered alternatives quickly. But this situation resisted resolution. Try as he might, he could not arrange the problem in a way that suggested a course of action. There were too many variablesJoe Adamss illness, its current state and its rate of progression; the presidents preferences with regard to the Democratic nomination; other potential candidates; his own loyalty to Joe. If Joe had simply resigned and gone home to Florida, it would be easier, but he wasnt going to do that. He was going to hang on to what power he had, Will thought, for as long as he could. What would he, himself, do in the same situation? Maybe the same thing. He could hardly urge Joe to get out and make way for him.


He sat for a good two hours thinking about all this before he got sleepy. Finally, he crawled into bed beside his sleeping wife and drifted off. Sleeping on it would help, he knew. And when he woke up, he had made a decision.


They brought muffins and coffee to the bed and propped themselves up, watching the Today show.


Why do they allow all those people in the street to make such fools of themselves? Kate asked.


Careful, Will replied. Those people are voters.


Ive never understood why Americans go nuts in front of a TV camera, she said, shaking her head. And even less, why a television network would inflict them on us.


Im not going to do it, Will said suddenly.


Kate turned and stared at him wide-eyed. Youre not going to run?


The phone rang.


Kate looked at the bedside clock. Its not seven-thirty yet; your parents would never call this early.


Will picked up the phone. Hello?


Senator Lee?


Yes.


This is the White House operator. Will you speak to the vice president?


Of course.


There was a click. Hello, Will?


Good morning, Joe.


I hope Im not calling too early.


No; I was about to call you.


I wanted to have your views on our conversation of yesterday, after youd slept on it.


Joe, I understand what youre doing and why youre doing it. In your place, I might very well do the same thing.


Is there a but at the end of that sentence?


There is.


Give me your best advice, Will.


Ill try, Joe, but you have to consider that my advice may be colored by my own interests.


I doubt it, but Ill take that into account.


Joe, I think you should wait until after the holidays, then resign. There was a long silence before Adams spoke, and when he did, Will caught a hint of hurt in his voice.


Give me your reasons, he said.


Whatever the state of your illness and its progression, the public perception of it is one of decline and delusion. You couldnt continue in office if the country knew, and I dont think you should keep this from the country.


Are you worried about how I might behave if I continue in office?


No, I think you and Sue together could figure out if you got to the point where you couldnt make good decisions. But you cant predict accurately if or when that might happen. Theres also the danger of this getting out.


I believe I have it contained, Adams said.


Still, there are a number of people who know, and if there were a leak, you wouldnt be able to control the situation.


Thats possible but not likely.


Joe, I tell you this as your friend and admirer: The only way you can control this situation is to announce it and resign. If you dont, control will eventually pass to someone else, perhaps not someone of your choosing. If you leave office, you can still have influence. People will judge you by the quality of your reasoning and your statements. If you keep this quiet, and it becomes known, then doubt will be cast on your every action and utterance during the time it was a secret. You must see that.


I certainly see that as a possibility. Its a question of how much risk Im willing to assume.


I suppose it is, Will replied. But I wouldnt be your friend if I didnt tell you exactly how I felt.


I thank you for your advice, Will, and for your honesty and candor, the vice president said. Ill be in touch. Merry Christmas to you and your family.


And Merry Christmas to you and yours, Joe.


The line went dead. Will turned to Kate. Im not going to announce while hes still a candidate; people would think Im crazy if I did. And when Joe finally did pull out, theyd think that he and I had somehow colluded to get me the nomination, and theyd be right. Theyd think I was using Joes illness to my own advantage.


Thats not true; youd never do that.


The appearance would be there. Will sighed. I wish I didnt know about this; I wish Joe hadnt called us up there and told us. Id rather have found out at the same time as everybody else.


In my business, Kate said, theres no such thing as too much information. At the very least, Joe has given you time to think and plan. Thats a great gift.


Its one Id rather not have.


Nevertheless, youre stuck with it.










6





By midmorning they were up and dressed and had stopped talking about Joe Adams. There didnt seem to be anything else to say. Will was trying to read a novel, a pleasure denied him except when he was at home in Georgia, and Kate was rummaging through the Atlanta Constitution, looking for international news. There was a knock on the door, and Henry entered.


Morning, Senator, Mrs. Lee, he said, handing them each packages. Wills office was already sending him papers to read, and Kate got a daily pouch from the Agency that was, somehow, hand-delivered each morning, even when they were in Delano.


Will noticed that Kate also got an ordinary letter through the U.S. mail, which surprised him, since she never got any mail there, except from Peter. The letter was not on the stationery that they had given the boy. She went through the pouch first, then made a call to her office on the secure line that the CIA had provided, leaving Will wondering about the letter. Finally, she opened it, read it more than once, returned it to its envelope, and put the envelope in her purse.


Kate looked at her watch. I need to take the car, she said. Ill be gone for several hours.


What? Will asked, surprised. Kate never went off on her own when they were in Georgia.


Its business, she said.


That ended the discussion. They had long ago agreed that Kate would not discuss her work. Sure, he said. What time will you be back?


In plenty of time for dinner, she said. Probably in time for a long walk, if youre up to it. She was always at him about his lack of exercise.


Ill borrow Dads cane, Will said.


She pecked him on the cheek, took the car keys, and left the house.


Will tried not to be curious about Kates work, but she had never had business in rural Georgia before, and he couldnt help wondering about it.




After Kate had gotten onto the interstate and headed north toward Atlanta, she took out the letter and read it again. It was written in a hand she had not seen for many years.




Dear Kate,


I know about J.A.s problem. It is most important that you and I meet without delay. You can come anonymously anytime between eleven and two, weekdays. Any other time, youll have to show some official ID. This is important to Wills future.


E.R.




Kate felt sick to her stomach.





Atlanta Federal Penitentiary was on the map and easy to find. She found a visitors parking space, went to the main gate, and made her request. After half an hours wait she was taken into the main building, down a series of corridors and to a small room, divided by a heavy wire mesh, with a door at each end. After another ten minutes a man in a suit arrived.


My name is Hill, he said. Im an assistant warden. May I see some identification?


Kate showed him her D.C. drivers license.


He handed it back to her. Youre going to have to do better than that.


She gave him her Agency ID. I dont want an official record of this visit, she said.


It will have to be entered in his record, Hill replied, but I doubt if anyone will ever look at it.


She nodded. Is the room wired?


The man shrugged. Would you rather see him outside? Its pretty cold.


Yes, I dont mind.


Do you have any problem with not being physically separated from him?


No.


Please wait. The man left, then returned five minutes later. Follow me. He led her to a door that opened into a small courtyard that had been planted as a garden, now dormant in winter. Ed Rawls stood up from a teak bench; he was wearing civilian clothes and a warm jacket.


Hello, Kate, he said, opening his arms wide.


Kate ignored the gesture. Hello, Ed, she said. Youre looking well. Prison must agree with you.


Ive lost a few pounds, I guess. Please, come sit down. He beckoned her to the bench.


It was the only place in the courtyard to sit, so she joined him.


Did he make you show Company ID?


Yes. You knew he would. That means Ill have to write a report on this meeting.


Rawls nodded. Can I have the letter back? That way, you wont have to turn it in.
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