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“Oh, what a tangled web we weave,
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Chapter One

Sitting there, she began to feel better. The ordeal was almost over.

The Louis XVI furniture in the Yellow Oval Room had been rearranged. She sat straight, alert, in the middle of the striped sofa, her back to the arched window and expanse of south lawn, facing at least twenty female and four male White House reporters, most of them in folding chairs, all of them relentless.

She had placed herself between Nora Judson, her press secretary and friend, and Laurel Eakins, her appointments secretary, which was supportive and comforting. But the burden had been on her. Since she had become First Lady, she had given only four press conferences in two and-a-half years. This, at the urging of her husband (“more exposure could help us both”), was her fifth. Because of her long silence, the press had arrived with an overload of questions.

Although there had been no respite in the past hour, the questions had been mostly easy and frivolous. Was it true she had been on a low carbohydrate diet? Did she plan to resume her tennis lessons? Would she actively campaign for her husband in the primaries? Did the President confide in her and ask her opinion on matters of state? What novels had she read lately? Did she have an opinion on current women’s fashions? Was Ladbury of London still her favorite couturier? What was her reaction to the recent public opinion poll naming her the most popular woman in the world today? And so on and on, without pause.

Now a corpulent woman with a Texas twang was posing a serious question. “Mrs. Bradford, concerning the announcement that you will be attending the International Women’s Meeting in Moscow this week, before accompanying your husband to the London Summit—”

“Yes?”

“—have you modified your views on the Equal Rights Amendment or on the subject of abortion? And will you speak of these subjects in Moscow?”

She felt her press secretary squirm uneasily beside her, but she ignored the warning and went ahead. “I intend to discuss both subjects when I address the Meeting. As to my views, they have not changed an iota. I still believe equal rights for women in the United States have been long overdue, and we are receiving more and more backing for it every day. On the matter of abortion, there is much to be said for either side.” She paused to hear her press secretary’s sigh of relief, heard it, and continued. “Nevertheless, I feel there should be no legislation against abortion. I think it should be a decision of individual choice, one made by every woman.”

“You will speak of this in Moscow?”

“Absolutely. I’ll also try to evaluate, based on statistics made available to me, where the women of the United States stand on both subjects at the present time.”

Another reporter, tall, bony, was standing. She spoke with a modulated Boston accent. “Mrs. Bradford, can you tell us what else you expect to discuss at the International Women’s Meeting?”

“Women in the American work force. Women in our armed forces. Oh, endless other topics. I’ll have a full report ready when I return.”

The women’s editor of The New York Times came to her feet. “I understand you will be in Moscow three days. Can you tell us of any other activities, outside the meetings, that you plan to engage in?”

“Well, since this will be my first visit to the Soviet Union, I hope to find the time to squeeze in a little sight-seeing—but I think Nora here is more familiar with my schedule.”

She looked at Nora Judson, and her press secretary took over quickly, efficiently, brightly.

With relief, Billie Bradford sat back for the first time. The day, especially from noon until now, had been so busy, so anxiety-ridden, that she had not realized until this moment how exhausted she really was.

She felt disheveled. She glanced down at her light blue cashmere slipover sweater and darker blue pleated skirt. Both were still fresh and neat. It was her hair then. She had worn her long blonde hair pulled back, tied with a silk ribbon around her chignon. But as always, some strands of hair had come loose and hung over her forehead. With a characteristic gesture, she brushed the strands into place.

Nora was holding forth to the press people about the First Lady’s Moscow itinerary, and Billie Bradford was grateful. Pretending to be attentive to her press secretary, Billie let her mind drift back to the late morning of this crucial day and then forward across the afternoon to this very time. Before noon, she had disposed of all her personal correspondence, especially her letters to her father in Malibu and her younger sister, Kit, telling both that after Moscow, and before her departure for London, she would have to be in Los Angeles for one day and hoped to see them both.

After that, she had stepped into the pressure cooker. There had been a long lunch in the Family Dining Room for the wives of the majority and minority leaders in the Senate and House, as well as for the wives of several important committee heads. Immediately following, she had received the winners of a painting contest sponsored by a national association of handicapped persons. Then, Ladbury himself, just arrived from London, had appeared for a preliminary fitting of new dresses and gowns she hoped to wear in Moscow and London. Without rest, assisted by her personal maid Sarah Keating, she had plunged into a search for an old college scrapbook that Guy Parker needed as research for the autobiography he was ghostwriting for her. Next, she had hastened downstairs, and made her way outside to the Rose Garden. The late August afternoon had been balmy, and it had been pleasant in the sun receiving the delegation of Girl Scouts and their leaders and passing out special awards to those who had performed outstanding community service.

With less than five minutes to spare, she had gone with Nora to the Yellow Oval Room upstairs, where the gathering of press representatives had been having tea while awaiting her arrival.

And now, after over an hour, she became aware that the press conference had just ended. Nora and Laurel were on their feet, on either side of her, and she hastily rose from the sofa to murmur her appreciation and say good-bye.

When the room was emptied, she remained standing, drained of energy. The smile, so long frozen on her classical, pale features, melted to a straight tight line. It was done, the crucial day finished, and yet it was not.

There was one last act to undertake.

Pulling herself together, she left the room alone, went up the long corridor to the elevator and took it downstairs.

Minutes later she entered the West Wing, headed for the Cabinet Room and entered it. She was rarely apprehensive or nervous, but she was both right now. The large room smelled of leather and cigar smoke.

As she had expected, there they were, the five of them, all seated at the near end of the rich mahogany table, still staring at the two television monitoring screens showing pictures of the Yellow Oval Room she had just vacated.

The biggest of the group, a squat hulk of a man, General Ivan Petrov, chairman of the KGB, jumped to his feet. His broad Slavic face bore a grin.

“Ah, Vera Vavilova!” he exclaimed. He went to her, kissed one of her cheeks, then the other. “My dear, you were superb. A performance without flaw. My congratulations!”

Behind him, the others, Colonel Zhuk, her own beloved Alex Razin, and two she did not know, were also standing, voicing their congratulations.

Her heart stopped pounding. “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you very much.”

General Petrov was speaking again. “So the last dress rehearsal is over.” He studied her. “Do you feel you are ready?”

“I am ready,” she said.

“Very good.” He picked up his cap. “We go now to the Kremlin to inform the Premier.”

When they left the Cabinet Room, she trailed after them, and watched them get into the limousine, and depart the fake White House, going through the gate in the high fence opened by the KGB guards. She stood and saw, far beyond the open fence gate, the distant golden cupolas and spires inside the Kremlin and the skyline of Moscow.

Three more days, she thought, after nearly three hard years.

At last, Vera Vavilova smiled to herself. A real smile this time

Yes, indeed, she was ready.


Chapter Two

The minute that he stepped out of his Georgetown apartment building, Guy Parker knew that it was not going to be his kind of day. When Washington, D.C., was hot and humid, there was no city in the land more suffocating. By the time he turned into the alley and walked to the garage, he began to feel sticky all over. There were patches of perspiration from his armpits to his waist. His shirt clung to him like a vast bandage of adhesive. After unlocking his new Ford, he shed his seersucker jacket, loosened his knit necktie, and then bent and got inside behind the wheel. He folded his jacket across the passenger seat and dropped his small cassette tape recorder on top of it.

After starting the car, backing out, and leaving the alley, he accelerated his speed and drove as fast as possible toward The Madison hotel. His luncheon appointment was for one-thirty. He did not want to be late because his guest was extremely busy and doing him a favor. Twice before he had arranged a lunch date with George Kilday, and each time Kilday had canceled the date at the last moment because of a fast-breaking story. An hour ago, he had telephoned Kilday at the Los Angeles Times bureau in Washington, and he had been assured that this afternoon their appointment would hold. Parker was doubly determined not to be late, because the interview truly was a favor. The bureau chief had nothing to gain from seeing Parker, whereas Parker had a lot to gain. It was all over town, at least among the members of the Fourth Estate, that Parker was getting to keep a half-million dollars of the publisher’s advance to the First Lady for her autobiography (the other half million going to charities). Kilday might have had every reason to be jealous and sourly uncooperative. Instead, he had proved to be a nice person, an old-timer who liked to see fellow writers make it big.

Guy Parker reached The Madison four minutes early. Snatching up his tape recorder and coat, he turned the car over to the doorman. Inside the exquisitely furnished lobby, the cool air gave him immediate relief and fresh energy. He veered right past the reception desk and cashier’s window and hurried to the unpretentious café. As he entered, he saw a waitress showing Kilday to a table. He went toward them, hailing Kilday with a wave, and Kilday waved back.

He did not know Kilday well, but had run into him perhaps a half-dozen times in the past two-and-a-half years in the period when Parker had been one of the President’s speech writers, and the few times they had talked, it had always been brief and always politics.

He had known little about Kilday personally, except that he was a newspaperman respected among colleagues for his doggedness on a story and his almost religious regard for accuracy. Parker had not known there had been any connection between Kilday and the First Lady, until one early session when Billie herself had brought him up. They had been talking about the period after Billie had graduated from Vassar as a journalism major. Before her father’s retirement, she had worked for the advertising agency that handled the company marketing her father’s inventions. She had obtained a job with a New York public relations firm and later been their representative in London for a short time. She had returned to Los Angeles determined to write a novel, and halfway through she had torn it up.

“And soon after, you got a job on the Los Angeles Times?” Parker had asked her.

“Not quite. Actually, my first newspaper job—if you can call it that—was on a Santa Monica throwaway paper at nothing-a-week. The money didn’t matter. I really didn’t need any. But it gave me access to many events and places I would otherwise never have seen. Well, one day the editor assigned me to write a piece on a drug-rehabilitation center. Instead of doing it routinely, interviewing the director, I got an idea from something I’d read in a biography of Nellie Bly.”

“The one who tried to beat Jules Verne’s around-the-world-in-eighty-days record?”

“The same. Verne’s Phileas Fogg did it in eighty days in fiction. Nellie Bly did it in fact in 1889 and 1890. She went around the world in seventy-two days. Anyway, before that, while just starting out as a cub reporter on the New York World, Nellie Bly undertook a story about insane people who had been committed to Blackwell’s Island and how they were being treated. But instead of doing the story in an orthodox way, Nellie disguised herself in ragged clothes, gave herself a deranged look, feigned insanity, and got herself committed to Blackwell’s Island. As a patient, she saw the miserable conditions and the cruelty to the other patients firsthand. When she got out, she wrote two front-page stories about the experience. This exposé made her famous overnight. Well, there I was with a routine assignment to write a story about a drug-rehabilitation center in Santa Monica, and I thought of Nellie Bly, and I said to myself—why not?”

“You got yourself admitted to the center as a drug addict?”

“Cocaine addict. And it worked. Quite an eyeful. Then I wrote the story first-person, patient’s point of view. Well, I won’t say it was a sensation—after all, it appeared in that small weekly throwaway cluttered with real estate and food market ads—but still, it brought me a little attention and some praise. Especially from my family. My father just loved it. In fact, he was so impressed that he mailed a clip of it to a friend of his who was an executive at the Los Angeles Times. The executive liked it, also the fact that it had been done by Clarence Lane’s daughter—my father was quite well-known in those days for his inventions—and the executive sent it over to editorial. The managing editor called me in for an interview and decided to give me a tryout as a staff writer.”

“How did you do?”

Billie Bradford had laughed. “My first assignment was a fiasco. I would have been hired and fired within forty-eight hours, if it hadn’t been for George Kilday. He was a copy editor. He saved my neck.”

“What happened?”

“Oh, I don’t want to go into it. Just ask George Kilday. He’ll tell you the whole thing. He’s here in Washington now, the head of the Los Angeles Times bureau. In fact, you should see him anyway. He’ll fill you in on a lot of things about my journalism fling that I don’t remember. He has a real reporter’s eye. Ask him.”

“I intend to, Mrs. Bradford. But I want to ask you first. What happened on your opening assignment?”

So she had told him, told him what she could remember of that first time out.

Anyway, that had been some months ago, and that had been Parker’s initial knowledge of Kilday’s small role in Billie Bradford’s life, and he had meant to meet with Kilday, and finally had recently tried, and now at last in his third effort Parker was sitting across from Kilday in The Madison cafe.

Parker immediately voiced his appreciation for the senior newspaperman’s cooperation.

“Not at all,” said Kilday. The waitress returned for their orders, and as Kilday scanned the menu once more, settling for chicken noodle soup and a cheese and lettuce sandwich on wheat bread, Parker studied the bureau chief. He had shaggy white eyebrows, a prominent nose, a lot of jaw with two shaving cuts, all set on a short neck and stocky body encased in a crumpled grayish suit.

After Parker had also ordered, he indicated his tape machine on the plastic table between them. “Do you mind?” Parker asked.

“Go ahead,” said Kilday. “Myself, I don’t use them. Find them a waste of time. Too much work transcribing, and most of it nonessential. But no, I don’t mind talking to one.”

Parker depressed the record button and started the machine.

“How long have you been in Washington?” he asked.

“Transferred here the year before Billie Bradford moved into the White House.”

“About two-and-a-half years ago.”

“About. I’m mighty proud of her. She’s giving the old House a new look. She’s elegant as Jacqueline Kennedy. Smart and honest as Betty Ford. More creative than either. More political savvy than either. Certainly as much as Rosalynn Carter. Great instincts. To my eye, the best-looker we’ve ever had there.”

“I agree,” said Parker. “It’s a joy working with her. Have you seen much of Mrs. Bradford since she became First Lady?”

“Not much. I don’t have much to do with the East Wing. I’m on the West Wing side. Presidential politics entirely. Still, she’s been kind enough to have me to three or four State Dinners.”

“I didn’t know you had anything to do with her life. One day, not long ago, she mentioned you.”

“Did she? What did she mention?”

“How you saved her neck after her first assignment on the Los Angeles Times.”

“She told you that?”

“Yes. She said she owed a lot to you.”

“It was something anyone would have done. Hell, for a writer she was just a green kid out of college and a couple of publicity jobs.” He paused. “What did she tell you?”

“Just the bare facts. She thought you might elaborate on them. It’s colorful stuff for the book.”

“Go ahead.”

“Her first assignment for the newspaper,” said Parker. “It was very important to her, and the managing editor—I don’t have his name—”

“Dave Nugent.”

“Thank you. Anyway, he gave her an assignment to interview somebody important—”

“Dr. Jonas Salk. The polio vaccine man. Up from La Jolla to give a speech in Los Angeles.”

“Good. So she went out on the interview, got it. Salk was friendly. Gave her wonderful material. She went to her typewriter, wrote her story, handed it in to you to pass on to the managing editor. You found the story appallingly bad, sophomoric, wrong lead, so on. Without telling her, you held it back. You knew if the editor saw it, he’d fire her. So you quietly turned it over to a close friend of yours who was on rewrite, a veteran named Steve Woodson—”

“Steve Woods,” Kilday corrected him.

“Yes, thanks. Woods. He rewrote it completely and handed it back to you at your request. You handed the rewritten story in to the managing editor. He liked it, and he gave her a permanent job. When she read the story in print, she was amazed at what had happened to it. She asked you, and you leveled with her. You told her that her interview had been awful. You told her exactly what she had done wrong. You told her you had given it to Woods to rewrite. You pointed out how he had changed her story to make it acceptable. She was a quick learner. The next time, and in all the times after, she got it right. That’s Mrs. Bradford’s version. Is it substantially correct?”

Kilday had finished the last of his sandwich. “Umm, I suppose so, substantially,” he said. He cupped a hand in front of his mouth, and behind it used a toothpick to clean the spaces between his teeth. “Only one thing wrong with it. That’s because I never told her the truth. There was no Steve Woods to rewrite it. He didn’t exist. If he had, I wouldn’t have shown it to him, wouldn’t have wanted him or anyone else to know how poorly she’d done with her first assignment. Didn’t want word getting out to the boss. No. The truth is I took her story home and rewrote it myself and handed it in. Never told her I did it. Didn’t want her owing me. Just wanted to be her friend. So she never knew I did it. Didn’t know then. Doesn’t know to this day. So that part’s no use to you. Can’t put that part in your book. Just telling you as one writer to another. Now forget it.”

Curious fellow, Parker thought, drinking the last of his coffee. There weren’t too many of these don’t-want-no-credit people around anymore.

“I appreciate that,” said Parker. “So, after the Salk story, she was on the staff. She did about three years of big-name interviews.”

“Right. And one of the last was with a California Senator named Andrew Bradford. That’s when it began for her.”

“Yes, of course. I’d like to hear about some of the other celebrities she interviewed before she got to Bradford.”

“If you like,” said Kilday.

That moment, the café cashier came to their table. “Pardon,” she said. “Is either one of you Mr. Guy Parker?”

Parker looked up, surprised. “I am.”

“Call for you from the White House. Phone’s next to the register.”

Puzzled, Parker put down his napkin, excused himself and crossed the room to the telephone.

The voice on the other end was Nora Judson’s.

“I had trouble finding you,” she was saying. “Then I remembered you were going to have lunch at The Madison.”

“With George Kilday. On the book.”

“Can you cut it short? Billie would like to see you as soon as possible.”

“But I’ll be seeing her in an hour anyway for our—”

“No, that’s canceled. Her schedule is too heavy. I mean, she’s leaving for Moscow tomorrow afternoon. There’s no time to work with you on the book today. But there’s something else she wants to talk to you about. If you can get right over—well, in fifteen minutes or so—”

“Okay, I’ll try. It’s just that it’s been so hard to get together with Kilday—”

“See him another time. Please hurry, before everything piles up.”

With that she hung up. Parker replaced the receiver on the phone and wondered what he could tell George Kilday. But, as it turned out, he did not have to tell him anything. When he returned to the table, Kilday was already standing, gathering up his cigarettes, matches, key ring. “I know,” he said with mock exasperation. “The White House. Something important’s come up. It always does.”

“I’m sorry,” said Parker, as he glanced at the check and laid down some bills. “I’m glad you understand. You were being very helpful. Can we finish this another time?”

“Whenever you’re ready, just call.”

They went out together and stood in front of the hotel. The street was an oven. Nevertheless, Parker decided to leave his car and walk to the White House. He could make it in fifteen minutes. He wanted the interval to be alone in his head. As Kilday ordered his car, Parker thanked him once more and was on his way.

Despite the heat, he walked rapidly in long strides. Across the street, two reporters emerging from The Washington Post Building hailed him. He saluted back but kept going. Several times, he caught his moving reflection in shop windows. What he saw of himself always surprised him. He looked so neat, so sure of himself, from the outside. This was deceptive. Inside he carried a tangle of anxieties and uncertainties.

It sometimes surprised him that he had become a writer. Although he was good at it, no question. People always told him that he looked like a writer, whatever that meant. He was almost tall, just under six feet. He was thin, lanky, sinewy. No fat whatsoever. His thick black hair parted at one side, his brown eyes set deep above the high cheekbones, his nose slightly Roman, sensuous lips (the women always said), a dimpled jut of a jaw.

Actually, there had never been a writer in his family. His father was a professor of political science at the University of Wisconsin. His mother was a psychologist. Parker had gone to Northwestern University, had become involved in American history with the vague notion that he might teach one day. His avocation had been voraciously reading suspense and mystery novels. This had heightened his desire to lead a more active and exciting life. Early in the Vietnam conflict, someone had promised him a chance to get into army intelligence if he enlisted.

Although he thought the American role in Vietnam immoral, he wanted an opportunity to act out his fantasies. He enlisted, went to officers’ training school, and graduated to an intelligence desk in the Pentagon.

For a while it was intellectually stimulating, but finally a sedentary bore. Also, more and more, some of the war information he had been privy to had begun to aggravate his sense of decency. Vietnam was an outrage, and he was becoming outraged.

He could not wait to leave the service, and when he did, he wanted to put distance between himself and the military automatons and what they were doing to thousands of yellow people a half a world away.

With his meager savings, Parker went to Europe, to be alone, to think, to find diversion. It was his first trip abroad, and he felt sheepish confining himself to the popular cities and sights—London, Paris, Rome. But then he realized that they were popular because they were among the most interesting places to visit in Europe, and he felt better about staying on the beaten path.

When he returned to the United States, the Vietnam War had worsened and the protest movement was at its height. Some long-dormant activist sense in him was nudged, and automatically he made his way to San Francisco and joined an organization of the peace movement. The organization was lacking writers, so Parker began to write for it, mostly broadsides and pamphlets condemning the American government.

By the time the war ended, Parker found himself in Chicago and in need of a job. A large private detective agency had placed an ad in a Chicago newspaper seeking young operatives. Parker applied, and because his army intelligence background looked good on paper, he got the job. At first he liked it. He rather fancied himself as a Dashiell Hammett in his Pinkerton phase. Indeed, there was a fair amount of legwork, shadowing, illegal entries, placement of electronic equipment, but mostly it was a low-down, seedy business monotonously filled with mean divorce cases, locating runaway children, investigating small-time money swindles. To make it more romantic, he had casually begun to write about it. He had written three factual articles, and sold all three.

Hearing of an opening in the New York bureau of the Associated Press, Parker dashed off a resume and submitted it along with photocopies of his three published articles. In a week he was summoned to New York for an interview. After a half-hour chat with a senior AP executive, he was hired on the spot and sent to Washington, D.C., to write lightweight feature stories and weekend mailers that gave him by-lines instead of a living wage. But he was utterly fascinated by Washington, and it showed in his stories, and soon the by-lines paid off.

One day there was a long-distance call from a man named Wayne Gibbs. He had read any number of Parker’s feature pieces and had been favorably impressed. He was, he had said, an associate of Senator Andrew Bradford, who had just won the Democratic Party nomination to run for President of the United States. Gibbs had a proposition for Parker. Could Parker fly into Los Angeles for the weekend, expenses paid? Parker could and did. The proposition was enticing. Supporters of Bradford wanted a book written and published about their candidate, a crisp, lively, easy-to-read biography of their nominee. A campaign biography to enhance their man’s image. They already had a publisher. Now they required a writer who could turn out the book fast. The money would be generous.

To Parker, the money sounded attractive, but there was something else that sounded even more attractive. This was mainstream stuff. Until then, Parker had gone through many convolutions in his attitude toward his country, toward American democracy. In the army he had gone along, finally been revolted by what he saw. He had run away from it, gone abroad. He had returned, become a dissenter, lashing out at his government’s politics and corruption, wanting to topple the government. Then, on AP, seeing the government up close and more objectively, remembering the political sickness he had observed in Europe, he had come to the conclusion that bad as it was, the democratic system in the United States was still the best one conceived by the minds of men and the best one around anywhere. This conclusion was neither juvenile nor seen through red, white, and blue filters. It was pragmatic. It was mature. If people were meant to live together in a society, this system was the best one to live under. The trouble was that the fat, sluggish giant was so flawed, and no outsider could do anything about improving it except by voting, which in itself offered few choices. But here, in Los Angeles, he had been given a rare opportunity to cease being a helpless outsider and step inside, closer, much closer, to the main machinery.

Without giving it so much as a second thought, Parker quit the Associated Press and became a full-time political writer.

Preparing the book, he had met Andrew Bradford three times, once for dinner with his wife, twice for superficial research interviews. The book itself was more or less a paste-up job. He liked Bradford immediately, a man just under his own height, sturdier built, graceful. Bradford was forty-eight years old. He possessed a finely chiseled, handsome face, sincere, serious, attentive, direct. A fleck of graying at the temples, horn-rimmed spectacles, a clipped manner of speaking, all enhanced his authority. He also had a brain, devoid of clichéing and stereotyping, quick, original, much superior to what one would expect from a politician.

Parker finished the book on time. It sold well at party rallies and banquets, and the paperback edition exceeded projected sales among curious independents. Parker’s stock was fairly high. He was no longer a party drone. He had some visibility. Wayne Gibbs kept him attached to the election committee to lend a hand in preparing press releases.

The election came and went. After a nip and tuck beginning, the major polls had given Bradford a six percent lead over his Republican opponent. Bradford won by seven percent. As President-elect, and before the inauguration, Bradford began to assemble his permanent staff. He remembered Guy Parker and the book. From San Francisco, he sent for Parker, just to be sure he was thinking of the right man. Before their interview was over, he hired Parker, and two months later installed him in the West Wing of the White House as one of three speech writers.

That had been two-and-a-half years ago. Parker enjoyed his role. He was in the center of the action, an invisible man behind the movers and shakers, but he was there. Then, overnight, he wasn’t there. Several prestigious New York book publishers, who were also party regulars, had suggested to the President that an autobiography by his wife might find a wide audience and enhance his own image as he headed toward reelection year. Billie Bradford had proved to be a colorful and enchanting First Lady. Somewhat reluctantly, a little embarrassed—she was only thirty-six years old—she consented to undertake the autobiography, on one condition. She wanted Guy Parker to work on it with her. At first Parker had resisted. He had regarded it as a demotion. To move from hard policy-making speeches for the leader of the free world to a frivolous, gossipy, tearoom confessional seemed a letdown. What convinced Parker that it was a good move was the half-million-dollar share of the advance that would be his—and Billie Bradford herself. She was anything but frivolous, he learned fast. She was as serious as her husband, brighter perhaps, and never dull. She was stimulating to be with. He respected her, adored her, and finally made the move from the West Wing to the East Wing with minimal resistance.

And there had been a bonus. Parker was placed in an office next to Nora Judson’s office suite. She was the First Lady’s press secretary, who also had a hand in her social life and public appearances. To be able to undertake so many jobs, and do them well, was a measure of the young woman’s energy and gifts. Parker guessed that she was about twenty-nine. He would have liked to regard her as a sex object. From her glossy dark hair, green eyes, pert nose, generous lips to her bountiful breasts and shapely legs, she was a delight to the male eye. But the intellect was formidable. One rarely finished a sentence with her, before she had concluded the task. She did things two at a time, to perfection. She could go from a press briefing to a hospital dedication to a State Dinner without a fumble and without complaint. The problem had been her remoteness. She was always busy, or made herself busy, and she was otherwise a private person and preferred life that way. Parker had hinted at drinks or dinner together. She had ignored him. In five months he had not been able to penetrate the wall that separated their offices and persons. She had been correct. She had been pleasant. She had remained aloof. It was maddening, but her existence and nearness had been the bonus.

Parker had been busy, too. Laying the groundwork for the First Lady’s much-touted autobiography had been a ten-hour-a-day occupation. The beginning of the assignment had been collecting material to read. He had located and read everything that had ever appeared in print on Billie Bradford. He had gone through a mountain range of newspaper and magazine clippings, making countless pages of notes. Then he had begun to travel outside of Washington, meeting and interviewing her relatives, friends, private school and college instructors and classmates. He had even flown to California to spend two days with her father Clarence Lane, her sister Kit, her brother-in-law Norris Weinstein, and a nephew named Richie.

At last, lately, with hundreds of questions to ask, he had got to the flesh of the book. He had begun to interview Billie Bradford herself.

She had set up a daily routine—one hour, usually every afternoon—to reply to his questions into his tape recorder. He had found her professional, forthright, fun, and the work wasn’t work at all, except as he made it so in his absolute obsessive need for detail.

And here he was, this steaming afternoon in late August, heading for another interview session with—but no, not another today. He remembered. Billie Bradford had just canceled today’s session. She was too busy. This confused him, this cancellation, only the second one since they had begun. Yet Nora had made it clear, the First Lady wanted to see him as soon as possible about something else. He wondered what else it could be.

He had come out of Lafayette Park, crossed Pennsylvania Avenue, approached the guardhouse, routinely flipped open his wallet to display his White House identification card. He passed through, went up the curving driveway to the North Portico entrance. He reached the red-carpeted main stairway, and with a nod to the portrait of Herbert Hoover on the landing, continued up the steps two at a time, past the portraits of Woodrow Wilson and Franklin D. Roosevelt. At the top, he was greeted by the person of Nora Judson.

“Did I make it in fifteen minutes?” asked Parker, winded. “I hurried. I knew you couldn’t wait to set eyes on me.”

“I was eaten up by worry,” said Nora. “I was afraid you’d been hit by a truck—or your big ego.”

“What ego? It always shrivels in m’lady’s presence.”

“We’ll talk about that some other time.”

“Can we make a date?”

“No,” she said briskly, leading him toward the Yellow Oval Room. “Anyway, you’re right on time. Her press conference wound up ten minutes ago. The print media people have already gone. The television people are about through packing up.”

“She really couldn’t keep our date?”

“She already had a tight schedule, what with leaving for Moscow tomorrow afternoon. Then Ladbury arrived from London—he was supposed to have been here yesterday—and insisted on being worked in for a last fitting before the London Summit the week after next. So I had to shift everything around. She still has the layout for House Beautiful to do. We couldn’t postpone it again. She has to accompany the new French Ambassador on his tour of the National Gallery. After that, Fred Willis insists on seeing her personally for a protocol briefing on the Moscow visit. Then she has packing to do. She won’t let Sarah do it alone.”

“What does she want to see me about?” Parker asked.

“I have no idea,” said Nora. “She wanted five minutes with you after the press conference and before the fitting. Here we are.”

They had arrived at the entrance to the Yellow Oval Room, then stood aside as three members of a network television crew emerged carrying their equipment. When they had gone, Nora started inside, followed by Parker.

There was no one in the room except Billie Bradford. Her back was to them, her blonde hair down to her shoulders, as she reached for an arm of the sofa and slumped into it. Kicking off her shoes, she saw them.

“Oh, Nora, I wondered where you were. Hello, Guy—” She patted the sofa next to her. “Here.”

Parker advanced and dutifully sat down. “Hello, Mrs. Bradford—”

“Guy, please,” she interrupted, making a face. “For the tenth time, will you stop Mrs. Bradfording me? I mean it. Here I am, seeing you every day on intimate terms, practically disrobing in front of you, baring psyche and soul, letting you see every skeleton in every closet—and you’re still being formal. Let’s change that right now, especially considering what I have to tell you. From this moment on, it’s good-bye Mrs. Bradford, hello Billie.”

She offered him her cheek. “Seal it,” she said.

He leaned over and awkwardly kissed her cheek. “Hello, Billie,” he said.

She addressed Nora Judson, seated across from them.

“How did it go, Nora? How was it, the press conference?”

“You were wonderful, frank and open, no equivocating. They simply loved you.”

“I hope so. For Andrew’s sake. I suppose I should do it more often.”

“You really should,” said Nora.

Billie turned toward Parker. “I’m sorry about skipping today’s exciting episode in the life and times of a First Lady. Where did we leave our heroine? Tied to a railroad track?”

“No, Pearl White, not quite,” Parker said with a grin. “At the end of yesterday’s session, you were in your third year of college and leaving for a school-sponsored literary tour of England.”

Billie’s face suddenly fell. “Yes,” she said. “That was the trip when I met Janet Farleigh. You’ve come across her name in your research.”

“Yes, of course. The English children’s novelist. She’s one of your best friends, according to what I read.”

“She was,” said Billie sadly. “She died last night. Cancer. And never knew. The British Ambassador sent over a hand-delivered note this morning, informing me. The ambassador was one of the few who knew how close we were. It was quite a jolt, I tell you.”

“I’m sorry,” said Parker.

“I met Janet Farleigh on that student trip. I stayed with her. She was my hostess in London. She was ten years older than me, but we became the closest of friends. I hadn’t seen her in some time. This White House stuff gets in the way of everything. I hoped to see her in London next week, but now—well, I will call on her husband and son.”

Nora was tapping the crystal of her wristwatch. “Billie, I hate to bring it up, but we’re running short.”

Billie aroused herself. “Very well. I hadn’t thought of it all day, running around like this.” She smiled at Parker. “What were we talking about before, when you came in? Yes. About skipping today’s session. I’m going to make it up to you. That’s really why I wanted to see you.”

Guy Parker waited.

After a beat, Billie Bradford resumed more cheerfully. “Tomorrow afternoon we’re taking Air Force One to Moscow. It could be a long, dull flight. I have the choice of rereading Tolstoy all the way or talking about myself. It’s Anna Karenina those eight hours or Billie Bradford. No contest. I won. On the flight, I want to talk about myself to you. In other words, Guy, I’m inviting you to come along on Air Force One to Moscow. We can talk all the way there and back. Have you ever been to Moscow?”

Parker was flabbergasted. “Why, no, but—well, thank you, but this is kind of sudden—I mean, I’d need time to get ready—get a passport—”

“Guy, really,” she chided him. “What’s the big deal? I know your background—Vietnam intelligence, detectiving—all that—you must be used to quick changes, moves. As to your diplomatic passport, we’ll take care of that. Just pack up and let’s go. You’ll be occupied the entire trip. When I’m not keeping you company, Nora will. How’s that?”

Parker glanced at Nora. “That’s fine, Mrs.—Billie,” he said. “I’d better scramble and get my rucksack together.”

As he came to his feet, Billie said, “Nora will give you details on takeoff time, and so forth. See you tomorrow.”

There had been a knocking on the door, and Nora moved quickly to open it. The Chief Usher took a half step in. “Mr. Ladbury and Miss Quarles have arrived,” he announced.

Parker had just come up beside Nora, when the pair whirled into the room. Each was carrying an armload of clothes boxes. Hardly acknowledging the presence of Nora, ignoring Parker, Ladbury flitted straight for the First Lady, with Rowena Quarles at his heels. Parker had only a glimpse of them in their passage. Ladbury appeared a resurrected Aubrey Beardsley, straw-colored bangs, hawkish nose, pale pinched features, lithe, slender, young, greeting Billie with a high-pitched, “Darling! Countless goodies for you!” Behind him was the Quarles woman, his assistant apparently, definitely dyke, mean plump face, short and square body, tweeds (in this weather!).

Nora had Parker in the corridor and guided him toward the stairway. He gestured behind them, “How come she’s using a British couturier!”

“Oh, Billie knew him and liked him before she ever came to the White House. But once she was First Lady, it was political to Buy American, so she shifted to several New York designers. Actually, taking Ladbury on again was Fred Willis’s idea. He thought the British would appreciate such a gesture for her London visit. Naturally, her Manhattan designers howled their protest, but Billie stuck to Ladbury for this time out.” As they neared the stairway, Nora added, “I’ll have your schedule, passport, everything in your hands by dinnertime.”

“Thank you.”

“You should be happy about the trip. Nice of her. She won’t sleep much, so you’ll get a chance to talk to her most of the way to Moscow.”

“And to you,” Parker said.

Her reserve did not break. “Me?” she said. “I’ll be busy with Tolstoy.”

He halted at the landing, caught her arm. “Nora, dear, what have you got against me?”

Her eyes fixed on him coolly. “Just that you’re the same sex as my ex-husband.”

“Oh? Ex-husband? I didn’t know.”

“Now you know.”

“Were you badly burned?”

“Third degree,” she said, and marched off.

It was five minutes before midnight in Moscow.

Not far from the massive Kremlin, at 2 Dzerzhinsky Square, stood a complex of old and new gray stone buildings referred to in the Soviet Union as The Center, actually the headquarters of the Committee of State Security known as the KGB. On the third floor, behind his oversized desk in the main office of a spacious suite, sat the chairman of the KGB’s seven directorates, General Ivan Petrov, staring out the grilled window into the dimly lit courtyard.

Surrounding him were the ornaments of leadership. The walls were paneled in mahogany. One wall held a framed portrait of V.I. Lenin. Below were the ornate sofas and padded chairs. On the floor stretched an Oriental rug, one of the few offices with a rug. Filling the right side of his desk were six telephones, one directly hooked up to the General Secretary of the Communist Party and the Premier, Dmitri Kirechenko, the others with direct lines to members of the Politburo, to the Ministry of Defense, to his six deputies on the same floor, and (with high frequency connections) to KGB offices in Soviet Embassies around the world.

Yet, on this eve of glory, his thoughts were momentarily diverted to a slip of paper in his hands.

It had arrived minutes ago, this coded message from his agents in Washington, D.C. It did not seem of grave importance, but on this momentous day anything unexpected excited his suspicion. The message reported that one new name had been added to the passenger roster of those accompanying the First Lady of the United States to Moscow tomorrow.

Petrov set the slip of paper down on his desk and massaged the stubble on his broad creased face with dry hands. He could leave this for one of his aides when they came to work at nine in the morning. Or he could satisfy his curiosity right now. He pushed himself erect—automatically straightened the ill-fitting gray suit jacket on his short, blocky body—and went to the wooden index-card holder in a corner of the office. He found the letter P, and then the card marked, PARKER, GUY, with the cross-reference number. He telephoned the basement computer center, and ten minutes later a messenger appeared with the manila folder in hand.

Petrov carried the Parker dossier to his desk, lowered himself into his leather-covered swivel chair, and opened the folder. Who was Parker? Ah, there it was. Pentagon intelligence. Private detective. Political biographer. Presidential speech writer. Currently, collaborator with Mrs. Bradford on her autobiography. There was more, but for Petrov this was enough.

Well, he asked himself, why was this Parker suddenly assigned to accompany the First Lady to Moscow? Maybe the answers were obvious ones. To provide the First Lady with companionship. To continue to work with her while she traveled. Or, more likely, to serve as a CIA undercover agent during the three-day stay.

Petrov tore free a piece of memo paper. He jotted a note to Colonel Zhuk, telling him of the new addition to the American party, ordering him to be certain that the KGB keep a close watch on this Guy Parker. Shoving the note aside, he reminded himself once more that nothing must be overlooked in this eleventh hour. No chances could be taken now. There was absolutely no margin for error.

Unwrapping a Cuban cigar, Petrov’s eyes lingered on his desk clock. After midnight. Moscow slept. Petrov liked to think that he never slept.

In a twenty-four-hour day, this was his favorite time. Outside, the street was still. Inside, The Center was quiet. Except for the wireless and decoding offices, and a number of other offices occupied by the night shift, he had the place to himself. It was ever a time to reflect and contemplate. Too few executives had such opportunity, which was a pity. Of course, he had such opportunity at the cost of sleep, small price. Sleep was the enemy of life, he had long ago decided, a waste in life, a surrender, an unwanted preview of death. There would be plenty of time, far off, for death and sleep.

His mind reviewed the exciting climactic day. The day’s highlight in their secluded Potemkin compound, the last rehearsal of Vera Vavilova, had been successful beyond hope. Vera Vavilova had not been merely perfect. That would have implied imitation. She had been more. She had actually become the American First Lady, the embodiment and incarnation of Billie Bradford. A remarkable feat, almost metaphysical in its happening.

Yet, Petrov was aware, she was the product of men, of conscious effort, of diligent work, of creative genius. Perhaps his personal deputy, Alex Razin, deserved a small share of the credit. His effort, his work, had made the scheme possible. But he had been only a cog, implementing a stroke of genius. The real genius had been in the conception. This had been Ivan Petrov’s own. Without his genius, there would have been no Second Lady. If this came off—and he was positive it would—it would be the most daring and magnificent espionage coup in world history. Unfortunately, world history would never know of it. The plot would forever have to remain the most secret military and political event of all time. It was, Petrov reflected, like the perfect crime. If a crime could be found out, it would not be perfect. If it remained unknown, it might not have happened. The Vavilova undertaking presented the same paradox.

Still, happily, Petrov told himself, it was a reality known to a favored few. The participants knew about it. Above all, the Premier and several members of the Politburo knew about it. Petrov was proud that he had been able to bring the Premier along with him for almost three years, from interest and hesitation to faith and cautious enthusiasm. Late this afternoon, receiving a report on the final rehearsal, the Premier had shown cautious enthusiasm. In three days he would have to make his fateful decision. To discard caution and proceed without reserve. Or to abort the project. Petrov refused to believe that the Premier would abort, knowing the progress that had been made, knowing the historic success that would result.

Once undertaken, there could be no turning back. Once underway, success was inevitable. Then, and only then, secret though it be, Ivan Petrov would have his rewards. To add to the Order of Lenin, he would be crowned a Hero of the Soviet Union for some fictional feat. He would be elevated within the Politburo. He would be acknowledged as Genius by his superiors, peers, wife, and sons. What more on earth could a man wish?

Puffing on his cigar, feeling pleased and mellow, contemplating the payoff, Ivan Petrov allowed himself to revive and relive the plot, his role in it, from its inception. So as not to seem self-indulgent, Petrov pretended that he was reliving the plot to be certain it was airtight, without flaw, no tiny obstacle overlooked. With this serious motive imposed, he could permit himself the pleasure of once more celebrating his creative genius. Without difficulty he transported himself backward in time, three years backward to the memorable evening when the idea had first struck him. Three years backward. The past was the present.

General Ivan Petrov and his entourage were on a whirlwind tour of some of the major cities of the U.S.S.R. Petrov was seeking to streamline, and bring to a point of greater efficiency, the KGB operation in each city. He was in Kiev, below Moscow on the River Dnieper, Russia’s oldest and third largest metropolis. After a hard day, with nightfall he was ready for vodka and a woman. Instead, he learned, to his dismay, the local KGB chief had arranged for him and his party to attend the theater. Seats had been reserved at the Lesya Ukrainka Theater, where plays were done in Russian and not Ukrainian, for a performance of The Three Sisters by Anton Chekhov. Petrov hated the legitimate theater in general and Chekhov’s plays in particular. He found these plays unbelievable, contrived, and boring. Nevertheless, he could not disappoint his host, a KGB veteran of value. So, reluctantly, he went along.

As his limousine took him up Lenin Street toward the intersection of Pushkin Street, Petrov sighted the gray façade of the Lesya Ukrainka Theater with distaste. After he and his party left the car, they traversed the cobblestoned thoroughfare and made for one of the three entrance doors. About to go inside, Petrov’s attention was diverted by a small crowd gathering near a glass display case to his left beyond the doors. Mildly curious, Petrov broke away from his party and, followed by a bodyguard, joined the crowd to see what was going on. Elbowing forward, he at last caught sight of the one who was the center of the spectators’ attention. She was a young woman, quite beautiful, rather Nordic, with short pale blonde hair, smiling and hastily signing some autographs as she pushed through the crowd. This was commonplace, except for one thing. There was a familiarity about the young woman’s face. At first, Petrov was certain that she was a well-known American woman on a tour of Russia and visiting Kiev. It bewildered him that her person was familiar yet her identity unknown to him. He did not remember seeing a dossier on her. Yet, she must be a foreigner of some small importance, since she was signing autographs and trying to escape from persons who had recognized her.

In a moment, shrugging it off, he had forgotten her as he rejoined his party and entered the weather vestibule of the theater, walked a step behind his host through the lobby and into the foyer. Presently, fortified by a few stiff drinks, Petrov went down the green-carpeted center aisle, sat in his plush gold orchestra seat, and prepared for a catnap.

But he was still awake, when she came onstage. She was playing a sister of Audrey Prozorov, the gambler. She was Olga Prozorova, the third of the three sisters, the one who wanted to return to Moscow. Petrov straightened in his seat and became alert. Despite her theatrical makeup, she was the young blonde he had seen outside, next to the theater entrance, the one he had thought to be an American tourist. But there she was before him, a Soviet actress, not an American at all.

Petrov retrieved his program from the floor and opened it, peering in the semidarkness for the name of the actress who was playing the role of Olga Prozorova. There were printed the names of four actresses who portrayed this role on various nights. Petrov understood. This was a large repertory company. Then he made out that one of the four names had been lightly checked by the usher.

Petrov squinted. Her real name was Vera Vavilova.

He looked up to locate her on the stage, focused on her face, and that moment realized the reason she had been vaguely familiar to him. She had appeared to be an American because she resembled an American woman whose face he had seen in many imported American magazines and newspapers that passed over his desk. Petrov had been following the American presidential election campaign, and the Democratic nominee, a Senator Andrew Bradford, had a glamorous youthful wife—Millie, Tillie, Billie, the exact name eluded him—who received much attention from the frivolous American press.

Petrov looked up at the stage once more. No question. The actress—he peered down at his program again—yes, Vera Vavilova—except for her hairstyle, was close to being a double for the American presidential candidate’s wife. Petrov blinked. He had never before seen such an uncanny resemblance of one person to another, although he had read recently that such a thing does occur. Billie—he remembered her name now—Billie Bradford and Vera Vavilova could have been identical twins.

For some unaccountable reason, Petrov remained attentive during the rest of the Chekhov play. And for some unaccountable reason, when the play was over, Petrov found himself wishing to go backstage and congratulate Vera Vavilova. Learning of his desire, the theater director excitedly escorted the great General Petrov and his bodyguard to the backstage area and the young actress’s dressing room.

There were several of the company’s actresses, in various states of undress, in the bright, small room. Petrov ignored them, and with the director went straight to Vera Vavilova. She was before the mirror, removing her makeup. The director, voice rising, introduced General Petrov with a flourish. Vera Vavilova slowly came to her feet, faced him calmly, and accepted his handshake. Petrov fixed on her up close. Yes, confirmed. The resemblance uncanny.

“Congratulations,” he said. “I enjoyed your performance immensely.”

She dipped her head modestly. “Thank you. I am more than honored.”

He continued to stare at her. “Excuse me,” he said. “I am curious about something. Have you ever been to the United States?”

“The United Sates? Why, no.”

“Do you have relatives there, a sister, perhaps?”

“No, no one.” She offered him an attractive smile. “I’m afraid my family is very provincial Ukrainian. My parents live in Brovari, a small village fourteen kilometers from Kiev. They have never been to Moscow, let alone to America. Except for my grandmother, I am the only one in our family to have traveled a little. Inside the Soviet Union. I received my training in Moscow.”

“Interesting,” Petrov said. “Do you speak English?”

Their conversation had been in Russian. Now she replied in faultless English. “Oh, yes, General, I speak and read English and French. In fact, I speak English with an American accent. I studied and spoke English for four years at the Shchepkin Theatrical School in Moscow. I had more than 1,000 hours of it. My instructors always said I was a quick study and a natural mimic. My best instructor was raised in America. Can you understand me?”

Petrov nodded. “Yes, very well.” He spoke a clumsy, labored English. But he understood it effortlessly. Her accent was perfect. He could not define why he was pleased.

Two hours later, during his flight back to Moscow, the persons of Vera Vavilova and Billie Bradford came together as one in his mind, and as he snapped on his seat belt for landing, his wild scheme was born.

By the time he had been deposited at KGB headquarters late that night, gone up to his office suite, undressed in his private bedroom adjoining his office, Petrov realized that all his speculations were fruitless unless something else happened two months from now, early in November. The United States election would be held then. If Senator Andrew Bradford failed to be elected, there was nothing further to be pursued.

But if he should be elected, if he should become the President of the United States, then his wife would be the First Lady of America. And the Russian actress, Vera Vavilova, would become a prized find. Petrov was eager to pursue his scheme. But he restrained himself. First things first.

Overnight, Petrov became an avid follower of the United States presidential election.

Because he was so busy, Petrov summoned Alex Razin, a KGB deputy in the First Chief Directorate, to help him. Razin had his offices on the floor above, the fourth floor, where he was one of those in charge of the First Department, the American Department, a section created six years ago in a reorganization of the KGB. Born and partially educated in the United States, trained in the Soviet Union, Razin was an expert on American history, social mores, politics, sports, current events. An attractive man, thirty-six years old, he had served the KGB loyally and energetically for over a dozen years. Petrov summoned him from the fourth floor and delegated to him the task of keeping his superior abreast on developments in the United States presidential campaign. Razin was delighted with the assignment. As part of his normal work load, he monitored all information on the election campaign and the behavior of the rival candidates in order to build a KGB profile on the winner and next President. The new assignment gave an additional dimension to Razin’s interest. Although Petrov trusted his deputy, he did not confide in him (or in anyone) the reason for his special interest in the outcome of the United States election. He merely ordered his deputy to place a one-page summary on his desk daily.

Once, in an early stage, when the Democrat Bradford and his Republican opponent were running neck and neck in the polls, Petrov discussed the tightness of the race with Razin. Petrov said, somewhat enigmatically, that the sentiment in the Politburo wanted Bradford to win. He wondered, aloud, what the Soviet Union could do to insure a Bradford victory. He considered having the KGB intervene in the campaign—surreptitiously, of course—to spread scandalous rumors about Bradford’s opponent, thus boosting Bradford’s chances. Razin advised strongly against it. Far too risky. If such rumors could ever be traced back to the Soviet Union, it would have the reverse effect of labeling Bradford as soft
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