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For Ben




CHAPTER 1

Lorraine Hadley was pleased with her guest list. Finally. It was getting harder and harder to get a good group together. Thank God there was a new Administration. New blood. She didn’t think she could bear another month of those dreary Republicans. Yet one couldn’t be a successful hostess in Washington without them. It was risky to have a party so soon after the election. There was always the chance of making a mistake when a new Administration was being formed. One risked getting associated with people who claimed to be close to the candidate, only to find that the candidate wouldn’t recognize them if he met them in their own living room.

There was that Sherman couple from Colorado everybody was fawning over. They had just bought a big house on Kalorama Road and suddenly they were everywhere, introduced as close friends of the President-elect. Lorraine was ready to bet her husband’s fortune that they were phonies. They had been dining out on Roger Kimball’s name since August, certain that Kimball would win, establishing a beachhead before the herds hit town. Lorraine had to admit it was clever of them. She had just the tiniest suspicion that the Sherman woman had ambitions as a hostess.

Lorraine dismissed that unfortunate thought. She was confident that she and she alone occupied the role of The Hostess in Washington. When she had come eight years before, she had filled a role left vacant for nearly a decade. She had money, perseverance, dedication, style, nerve, and most of all, she cared. Being a hostess was her profession. She loved the nuances—one has dinners, one gives parties; she loved the power that went with being able to attract the most important, powerful, sought-after men and, lately, women in Washington.

And now Lorraine happened, by heavenly coincidence, to know slightly the parents of the Vice President-elect, William Rosewell Grey III. Not only that, but she had been cultivating Allison Sterling, White House correspondent for The Daily, for the past couple of years, simply because she was an attractive and influential extra woman. The President-elect and his wife, the Kimballs, were Allison’s godparents. It had paid off.

Lorraine whispered a prayer of thanks for what she believed were her God-given premonitions. She believed that she was meant to be the leading hostess of the century in Washington and she felt that her role would be recognized by the historians, once she got her salon going. A great Washington hostess, long dead, had once said that to get people to come to your parties in Washington, all you had to do was “hang a lamb chop in your window.” This had not escaped Lorraine.

She looked at the clock. It was quarter after six. Her social secretary was still downstairs with the Secret Service. She might as well go downstairs and say hello, check the kitchen, get Miriam back up to go over the party list. She still had to take a bath and rest before she dressed. Besides, she needed a cup of tea. She slipped on suede loafers and straightened her smock, her trademark. It was important, in everything, to have one’s own style, to be different, though one had to be careful in Washington. You couldn’t be too strange here, because so many of those in power had to toe the line… but they adored just a bit of eccentricity in their hostesses. There was a slight mystery to Lorraine. Her accent was unplaceable. Though mostly British, it held a hint of New York, even a hint of the Midwest. Her dark hair, pulled back from her face, gave her an ageless look. Though she was just over fifty, she could have been anywhere between forty and sixty. She was not beautiful, or even pretty. She was what the French called belle-laide—beautiful-ugly.



As Lorraine went down the wide circular staircase to the first floor she looked out the window on the landing. The terrace was almost dark; she could barely see the few leaves left on the November trees. The wind was blowing. A wonderful night for a fire.

The Secret Service were just coming in from the terrace shivering when she walked into the living room. One of them was a tall, blond, pale young man with a cool smile, cool eyes. A killer, observed Lorraine to herself. Just the person I would want guarding me.

“Toby Waselewski, ma’am,” he said. “Sorry to disturb you.”

“We were just finishing up,” said Miriam. “Toby will be working for the Vice President–elect from now on.”

“Well.” Lorraine smiled winningly. “I do hope we’ll be seeing a lot of you.”

Her expert eye passed over the flower arrangements in the living room: the chrysanthemums in fall colors, some pussy willows on the mantel, a little pyracantha in her Chinese vases—appropriate, understated. In the dining room her round table which would serve as a buffet was draped in country-print tablecloths and laid out with contrasting napkins. Baskets lined with paisley fabric would be filled with homemade breads. A pasta would be the main course, with a salad of arugula and cherry tomatoes, another of mixed vegetables, and, of course, a ham. She always served pork—either crisp bacon as an hors d’oeuvre, a pork roast with dinner or at a buffet, a country ham. Country ham was very salty and the guests always drank more. If they drank more they relaxed more and had a better time.

The guest of honor tonight, Lawrence Devon, had a best-seller, a satirical novel about the persecution of a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant minority in a faraway country where the blacks ruled and the whites were all the laborers, servants, and untouchables. It had gotten marvelous reviews. Washington was the first stop on his book-promotion tour. Lorraine had been lucky enough to snag him because she had befriended him in London when he was a little-known novelist.

Devon did not move along the usual New York–Washington axis. He lived somewhere in northwest Connecticut and hardly ever appeared on the social scene. So everyone was always curious about him, curious about the series of female writers whom he seemed to run through at a staggering rate and who seemed not to interrupt his writing, except as subjects.

As Lorraine walked into the kitchen to say a last word of encouragement, the servants bombarded her with questions. What time did she want to eat, how many were finally coming, did she want both white and red wine?… all questions she had answered before. This was last-minute stage fright. Ezio, the chef, was going into his final sulk before the dinner.

“Ezio,” she lied, “the Vice President’s Secret Service agent said he had heard about your famous pasta and hopes to taste it.”

Ezio brightened perceptibly, puffed up his chest, and continued to roll out the tortellini as Lorraine assured them that everything would go splendidly. She ordered tea with lemon, no sugar, and beamed her approval.

But it was she who had worked them up into a fever to begin with. Tonight was crucial. The Vice President and his wife would be on display for the first time at a Washington party, and her handling of it and them could advance her or set her back.



Lorraine Hadley rated her guests by numbers, and when the list was complete, she tallied the numbers to see whether the party got a high-enough score. If not, she would add or subtract a few numerically rated guests to get the right one.

The highest one could get was a 5, except for the President. The President was a 10. One really didn’t like to have the President come to a party, at least not for the whole time. It ruined things because nobody else got to shine.

The ultimate coup was to have the President come for a half-hour before dinner. He should sweep in, shake hands around the room, make everyone feel important, make the hostess look stupendous, and then leave. Lorraine had not yet managed that, but there was a new Administration and anything was possible.

The Vice President rated a 5. Most 5’s made their number because of their positions, though Lorraine did try not to invite deadly bores even under those circumstances. Top White House and Administration people, Cabinet officers, Senators, and out-of-town celebrities such as authors, movie stars, producers, directors, or magnates and a few star journalists could be 5’s if they were also attractive.

Fours might have the titles but no personality. Congressmen were 4’s. On rare occasions they made 5 if they were fabulously attractive. Ambassadors could also be 4’s, as could undersecretaries, people who had something to do with the arts, the top journalists, and lesser authors, though Washington had very few authors.

Middle-rung bureaucrats were 3’s, as were Congressional staffers, attachés at embassies, lobbyists, and those “formers” who made up the rest of the population of Washington.

Twos were those who weren’t terribly attractive but had some reason to be invited. An out-of-town celebrity has a relative or old family friend who must be invited, or the party requires an expert on something or other. Ones were the unavoidables. Unfortunate spouses who came with star guests—husbands or wives; it was not sexist. No matter how depressing, there was nothing one could do about them. Lorraine would never have anybody lower than a 1, and if her guests did not work as hard as she did, unless they were a 4 or 5 they were not invited again.

She had never told her secretary about the numbers. Miriam Schlesinger was not a kindred spirit. She did not share Lorraine’s passion for entertaining or social life. Nor did she particularly care that much about politics or power. She was simply the most efficient human being Lorraine had ever known. She just wasn’t any fun.

Together, though, they were always pulling little surprises out of the hat. A guest of honor’s favorite, if obscure, dish; a special hard-to-find vodka for a member of the President’s staff; a spontaneous compliment for the wife or child of a powerful member of the Cabinet.

Lorraine’s signature writing paper, pale pink onionskin with her Dumbarton Street address in bright scarlet, was already the most recognizable stationery in town. With Miriam keeping tabs, Lorraine sent little congratulatory notes to everyone she’d met of any significance on the occasion of favorable news, either personal or professional. The trickiest ones were to journalists. One had to be sure to choose the right pieces to praise, never to send off little notes at random. Journalists knew when they had written a bad piece, and you could be labeled a climber if you seemed not to distinguish. Miriam helped Lorraine on this matter because it was sometimes hard to tell.

Lorraine detested buffets. In London she had refused to have anything but seated dinners, insisting that the other guests come afterward for her salon. That was not done here. There was no way one could drag any of these politicians or Administration types out past ten. It was dinner or nothing. Compared with London, Washington was dull and provincial, even now. But Archie had lost his post at the Embassy and had refused to stay on unemployed. And it was, after all, Archie’s money.

Another thing Lorraine loathed was the custom of writing “Regrets Only” on an invitation. It simply gave people an excuse not to respond at all, particularly the younger journalists who were sorely lacking in elementary protocol. Lorraine always insisted on R.S.V.R

Washington parties were working events. People came first to work, and seemed to have a good time. They came to learn; to exchange views, ideas; to persuade; to lobby; to explain.

The mix, the balance was everything. It was like casting a play. Being a hostess was being sociologist, psychologist, choreographer, and director.

Newcomers in any administration were deceived by the evening clothes, the settings, the drinks in people’s hands. They misunderstood. They were used to expense-account lunches, but they found it difficult to relax with journalists at private dinner parties.

It had taken Lorraine almost no time to learn the ropes. She had made very few errors. She had to be told only once. She learned that many people in new powerful positions would not accept invitations because they felt they couldn’t pay back. They didn’t realize that they were paying simply by accepting.

Lorraine kept a record of each party in one of her scrapbooks, a new one each year. They contained the seating charts, the menus, the flowers, the linens and china, the dress she had worn, and her comments: an especially boring or rude guest; someone who made a particular effort, or was delightful. If two people didn’t get along, she would make a note so as not to seat them together another time. She despised the habit some Washington hostesses had of putting people who hated one another next to each other, or inviting all enemies. The whole point of a party was for interesting, amusing people to get together, to learn something, accomplish something.

A well-known statesman and diplomat had once remarked to Lorraine that there were “safe houses” in Washington and “unsafe houses.” A “safe house,” he explained, was a place where one could count on seeing the powerful and the important, having a good seat at dinner, and not encountering too many undesirables.

Lorraine’s was a “safe house.”

There were pitfalls, of course, in being a Washington hostess, and Lorraine had not escaped the most dangerous one of all. It had nearly wrecked her career before it started. Lorraine Hadley had made the hideous mistake early on of having an affair with a member of the Administration. It had been a casual outlet for her sexual energies. Poor Archie certainly didn’t fill that bill. It turned out to be not so casual when the man’s wife had found out. Many of the Republican wives in the Administration wouldn’t touch Lorraine after that, and even some of the journalists were surprised at her bad judgment. She hadn’t had time to establish herself with them. Had Archie found out, she might have lost him as well—and that would have meant losing Archie’s money, and that would have meant losing her profession.

In Washington serious hostesses did not have affairs. As one had to be ideologically neutral to be a successful hostess, so one had to be sexually neuter. Giving up her extracurricular sex life meant relying on Archie. But it also meant that she had a shot at greatness. Greatness required sacrifice. To be a great hostess required concentration. To be a great hostess required celibacy.

Miriam was waiting in Lorraine’s little office with her yellow pad on her lap, tapping her nails on the desk. She was ready for the final rundown—the political quiz—before she made the last-minute check on the kitchen and left.

Lorraine flopped down on her chaise, slipped off her shoes, and snuggled up among her Porthault linen baby pillows like a schoolgirl waiting to be drilled by her roommate on the eve of an exam.

Miriam was tough on Lorraine, but Lorraine was a dedicated pupil. Now, though, just as she had pretty well mastered the old Administration, there was a whole new group coming in. Names were popping up in the paper each day. Lorraine read the papers avidly as she had breakfast in bed. First The Daily with a fine-tooth comb; then skimming over The New York World for anything the Washington paper might have missed and also to keep her New York hand in. Miriam brought her the financial journal, marked. Evenings she checked the gossip column of the New York afternoon paper; Mondays she read The Weekly and the other newsmagazines.

Once a week Miriam quizzed her. “Name the new Secretary of Commerce… What were the reasons behind the latest teamsters’ strike… Did the price of oil go up or down yesterday… Name the British Foreign Minister… What was the cause of the riots in Chile… Who is the President’s new Appointments Secretary and why was the last one let go…”

When Lorraine was giving a party, Miriam put her through a spot quiz on the guests and what they had been involved in that week. If the Secretary of Defense had been testifying on the Hill, Miriam clipped the accounts of his testimony and Lorraine read through them. If Lorraine had invited a visiting star from the Kennedy Center she would have tried to see the performance and make sure she didn’t invite any critic who might have panned it. With Miriam, nothing ever fell through the cracks.

Lorraine’s tea was brought up by Irma, maid-housekeeper, confidante, adviser, a black woman in her late fifties or early sixties—she wouldn’t tell—who had worked for Archie’s family for thirty years. Irma knew everyone in town. Before Miriam came in the mornings Irma would bring Lorraine’s breakfast upstairs on a tray with the paper and the two would hash over the last night’s party. Irma understood the importance of the Washington social scene in a way Miriam never would.

In London, of course, they’d had a butler. But a butler in Washington, she quickly found out, would look ridiculous. Even the richest and most elegant Washingtonians didn’t have a proper English butler. It was just too ostentatious in a city where most people lived on government or newspaper salaries. Irma was as good as three butlers.

Everything now had been reviewed except the guest list.

“The Vice President-elect and his wife.”

“The Vice President and his wife,” repeated Lorraine as she swallowed her egg sandwich. “William Rosewell Grey III, ‘Rosey’ to his intimate friends, ‘William’ to his colleagues and the press. Governor of Virginia, conservative Democrat from Richmond. One of the First Families of Virginia. His parents are friends of Archie’s. Bores.”

Miriam raised an eyebrow.

It amused Lorraine to irritate Miriam.

“Patrician, tall, good-looking, drinks Glenfiddich. His wife is Sara Adabelle, ‘Sadie’ to her close friends. Attractive, thirty-eight, auburn-haired, bright, outspoken, from Savannah, drinks champagne.” Lorraine wondered whether she would live up to her publicity. She sounded divine. Lorraine might hate her. On the other hand, they could become best friends.

Though she’d have to be careful about Allison Sterling. Allison was the most successful and glamorous reporter in Washington. Allison covered the White House for the powerful Daily and she would be put off if Lorraine appeared to befriend Sadie Grey too obviously. Allison would be suspicious of Lorraine’s motives and Lorraine certainly didn’t want to lose Allison now that her godfather was going to be President. Besides, not that it was important in the scheme of things, but she liked her.

Unlike Allison, Sadie Grey didn’t know anything about Washington. Lorraine could teach her. She decided to cultivate Sadie Grey.



Sadie was having trouble with her hair. And she really wanted to look good tonight. It would be her first real Washington party. Not one of those official things. This one was going to be fun and glamorous. There were going to be all sorts of fascinating and exotic people. Lorraine Hadley was one of the great hostesses of Washington. Lorraine had been in Washington for only eight years, Sadie knew, but already she was constantly in the fashion magazines and dailies for her parties and her style. After all those stifling years in Richmond, now suddenly Sadie was reprieved. She was the wife of the Vice President-elect and she was going to make the most of it.

She brushed her auburn hair forward, then back. Finally it looked the way she wanted it, full and sexy. Rosey was beginning to get impatient. He wanted to go downstairs, look around, have a drink with their hosts. Vice President and Mrs. Hall—George and Audrey—had been gracious to let them stay with them for the weekend. They were in the guest room of the Vice President’s House this time, but it wouldn’t be long before it was their home.

Rosey had been appalled at the idea of coming up to Washington for a party two weeks after he had been elected. But Sadie had begged him and he had relented, mainly because he had work to do in Washington. He wasn’t crazy about Lorraine Hadley, either. He thought she was a gossip and an opportunist, the kind of person Washington inspired, encouraged, bred. She represented everything he did not want to be a part of. And it was, he feared, everything that would appeal to Sadie.

Sadie was about to make her debut. And she feared she might have to carry them both. It was not exactly Rosey’s crowd. She would soon learn that the Vice President didn’t have to do anything but just be there. In Richmond, Rosey knew everybody and felt comfortable with his country-club friends. And as a member of a First Family of Virginia, he was always socially desirable. So Sadie, though an outsider, was acceptable too, barely.

Washington, she knew, was a very different scene. She had heard that the fast social track was dominated by the press and by the liberals, though that had begun to change with the last Administration. They were the glamorous ones, they were the ones she read about. They were the ones she wanted to get on with. And that was the one crowd, she was afraid, that would not so readily accept her husband, who was a Southern conservative, a bit serious.

When Lorraine had called her in Richmond last week to invite them to the party, she had gone over the guest list with her.

“Darling, this is not one of those dreary official parties I’m sure you’ve been to when you’ve come up from Richmond,” Lorraine had announced in her grand and slightly British accent. “This one is just for fun. It’s for Lawrence Devon—you know, the author. He’s adorable, absolutely divine, and I’m having a lot of the younger crowd tonight, journalists and writers. Archie calls them the troublemakers.”

“Is it seated?” Sadie had asked, with some trepidation. She was unnerved at the idea of a buffet where she didn’t know anyone.

“Heavens, no!” cried Lorraine. “One would have to be certifiable to even contemplate a seated dinner with these people. They’re much too undependable. And I’m talking about Senators, too. You’ll learn, my dear. They’re always at the Capitol until midnight voting and one is constantly stuck with their dreary little wives all evening. Archie hates buffets, but there’s nothing I can do about that. It’s the world we live in now. Do wear something comfortable. You may end up on the floor.”

Sadie liked the casual way Lorraine talked to her. There was something cozy and female about Lorraine. She felt she could be friends with her.

“I have to tell you I’m a little nervous about this,” said Sadie. “I don’t really know a soul in Washington very well. I just don’t want to make the wrong friends, if you know what I mean.”

“I know better than anyone. I’ve seen it happen too many times. Particularly to ambassadors who don’t bother to weed out their predecessors’ lists. One can end up with guests who went out four administrations ago. All it takes is a little patience, a little research, a little study.”

“I’ve, uh, I’ve had some problems with the press too,” said Sadie.

“Darling girl. It’s trial by fire. You’ve had the worst of it. It can only get better. Besides, you’re a celebrity now, an object of interest and fascination. In Washington one couldn’t wish for anything more. As long as it doesn’t hurt your husband.”

“Well, it’s just that I didn’t have that much exposure to the press because I was sick during so much of the campaign. And in Richmond nobody ever socialized with reporters. They just weren’t in the same circles.”

“The whole point of entertaining is that politicians and the press mingle, they use each other,” assured Lorraine. “It’s part of the game. You’ll enjoy it once you get the hang of it.”

“I don’t know whether I’m clever enough for them,” she said.

“You’ll be just fine. The Vice President can go anywhere, and if he has a beautiful, bright, amusing wife then it’s beyond anyone’s expectations. Rosey and Sadie Grey are going to be the toast of Washington. Trust me.”

Sadie had found her best friend in Washington. And just knowing that Lorraine was there and that Lorraine was giving the party made her feel more secure.



She had thought carefully about what to wear. She didn’t want to be overdressed. Finally she had chosen a turquoise silk-and-wool dress with a boat neck to show off her turquoise eyes and long, slim white neck. It was a ravishing color, the perfect frame for her auburn hair and pale skin. The knit waist showed off her figure, and the skirt was full and ankle length. That would be comfortable for sitting on the floor, and she could still look dignified. She would wear turquoise earrings and no other jewelry.

She really did look good. And Rosey (she was going to have a hard time getting used to calling him “William” in public) was being very sweet. He walked into the room, saw her standing in front of the mirror, and whistled. He knew how nervous she was. What he didn’t know was how concerned she was about him and how people would react to him. She looked at him with affection and despair. He was so handsome in his tailored English suit, tiepin, dark tie, and clean haircut, yet he did look so proper. Well, he was her husband. There was nothing she could do about it. She kept looking at him in amazement thinking that he was soon going to be Vice President of the United States.

“Sugar,” she said. Her normal Southern accent was a bit husky. “You ready, darlin’?” He came over to her, smelling of lemon aftershave, leaned over, and, ever careful not to mess up her makeup, gave her a gentle kiss, touching her lightly on the shoulders.

“You look ravishing, as always,” he told her. She smiled up at him, putting her hand on his.

Rosey was so polite. In the early days she had had fantasies that he would come bounding into the bedroom just as they were getting ready to go out to a party, throw her down on the bed, rip off her clothes, and take her.

Right now she was reluctant to give up the old fantasy. She was hoping that the new job, the new city, the new power would rekindle what they’d once had. She had been so in love with him once.

Beneath that stiff, mannered F.F.V. demeanor there was a good ol’ University of Virginia boy. She had seen glimpses at his St. Anthony Hall reunions, at the goose hunts on the Eastern Shore, at the parties after football games where the boys told stories of past conquests, wanton women, lost weekends.

It was this side of Rosey that had drawn her to him. Most of the time, even in the old days, he was contained, reserved, always perfectly mannered; a true reflection of the somber family portraits that hung in the hallway of his parents’ Richmond manor house.

They reminded her of Rosey, those ancestors in their gray Civil War uniforms, the wild Southern boys trying to break out of their country-gentleman upbringing, only to be reined in by their obligations to their families and to their heritage.

And as Rosey became more and more involved in politics he suppressed his other side and buried himself in his tradition.

It had been hard for Sadie to watch the man she had fallen in love with emerge as William Rosewell Grey III, eminently respectable citizen, husband, father, politician. It made her sad.

She had felt bored and trapped in Richmond, and now, even though the children were older and away at school, she would be even more trapped. To be the Vice President’s wife dashed any thought she might have had of going back to her writing.

But this was not the time to give up. If there was ever a chance to revitalize her marriage, this was it. Besides, what choice did she have?

“I think I ought to tell you now,” said Rosey, “that I have no intention of spending my time in Washington going out to parties designed to give hostesses like Lorraine Hadley something to do and build up the egos of pompous politicians and journalists. It’s not why we’re here.”

Sadie’s first reaction was to get angry, as it usually was when Rosey made one of his pronouncements. But she was not going to fall into their old pattern this time. She was going to change the rules on him and force him to change as well.

She wanted the old Rosey back, and for her own salvation she was going to get him.

“That, my darling husband,” she said, “is exactly what we are here for. That may not be written in the job description for Vice President, but you tell me of a better way you could help and support your President than massaging egos.” He looked surprised for a moment, taken aback. He had never thought about it that way.

“And you tell me who better to do it than you, the most devastatingly charming man in the South.”

She could see him smile reluctantly. He straightened his tie and lifted his shoulders.

She walked over to him, put her arms around his neck, and kissed him lightly on the cheek.

“You are, you know,” she said softly.

He smiled again, flushed with pleasure.

“Okay,” he said, patting her behind gently, “let’s get this show on the road.”

She took one last look in the mirror after he left the room. She suddenly felt good about herself and about how she would do tonight. She had the feeling that something important in her life was about to happen.

As she walked out the bedroom door and down the stairs to the hallway, she looked around at the dreary colors, the tacky furniture. She couldn’t wait to get at this house. That would be her first project. She would get Lorraine to help.

The limousine was waiting, the driver standing at the door.

Sadie sank back into the plush seat and shivered from the cold as well as from excitement. She could see Rosey’s distinguished profile in the darkness.

She rested her hand on his thigh and stroked it.

She could see him soften. “I’m so pleased to be able to show you off tonight at this party. Wait till the ladies get an eyeful of you! They’ll be scratching and clawing their eyes out… you ol’ handsome devil.”

Rosey beamed.

It would be all right. At least for now.



“Claire and Worth Elgin,” Miriam said for the second time with a touch of irritation. “We don’t have much time.”

Lorraine loathed Claire Elgin. If there was anyone in Washington who was a bigger phony and climber, she would like to know. But Worth was editor of The Daily’s Sunday “View” section and wrote a controversial column. Claire featured herself a singer and held musicales at her house. Worth was a power. Claire was an embarrassment. They were one of the most sought-after couples in Washington.

“What were the outstanding pieces this week in View?” asked Miriam. “Can you guess which editorials Worth wrote? Don’t be specific unless you’re sure it’s his. Just compliment the page.”

“There was an amusing column Sunday about the differences between Grey and Roger Kimball, a play on ‘Everything’s Comin’ Up Roses,’ ” said Lorraine. “Probably Worth’s. A salute to his wife’s musical talents. That’s in her repertory. And The Daily comes out against Kimball’s rumored choice for Defense as too dovish—rather surprising for The Daily.”

“A-plus,” said Miriam. “That will be a big topic tonight. Especially because of our next guest on the list…”

“Who?”

“Bud Corwin.”

“Chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, less dovish than Kimball’s man, and he wants to be Secretary of Defense.” “Bingo. Why are they being invited to a literary party for Lawrence Devon?”

“Corwin’s wife, Helene, is Washington correspondent for Fashion magazine and she has just done a spread on Devon.” Corwin was possibly the sexiest man in Washington. Never mind that he knew it. Bud Courtin’ was his sobriquet. Poor Helene.

“Okay, let’s go down the list fast to make sure you’ve got the wives and escorts. Who’s June Levitas?”

“All right, you’ve got me. Who in the name of Heaven is June Levitas? Are you sure she’s invited?”

“June Levitas”—Miriam beamed—“lives with your guest of honor on weekends. She is a free-lance writer in New York. She had a piece in Moment last month on the backlash against the women’s movement.”

Lorraine sighed. June Levitas was probably another one of those little sharp-tongued snippets from New York who had an opinion on everything and didn’t mind saying so. One of those loathsome feminists. Thank the good Lord they were becoming passé. One didn’t have to have at least one feminist at a party anymore. They terrified her and she always said the wrong thing around them. The worst problem with them when they were writers was that everything they saw or heard was fair game. Lorraine liked to be in control of her publicity.

“Michael Addison.”

“Divine book reviewer, The Daily.” Even more so since he had given Lawrence a good review. She shuddered to consider what she would have done if he had panned the book.

“Rufus Turner.”

“Novelist friend of Lawrence’s, Southern novels.” He drank too much. Hadn’t written in several years. Told good stories. Had a wife named Sue Ellen or Ellen Sue.

“Harry Saks.”

Kimball’s campaign manager was the hottest pol in America. Wry and mean as hell. His wife, J.J., was a lawyer with no sense of humor.

“What job will he get?” Miriam asked. This was a trick question.

Lorraine was ready. She hadn’t seen anything about it in the papers, but Allison had hinted that Harry Saks would not ask for the expected post of media coordinator or White House adviser. Nor Chairman of the Democratic National Committee. Saks wanted London, and that was going to create an enormous stink, especially among Kimball’s rich contributors—not to speak of State. A lot of people wanted London, and Harry Saks’ was hardly the name that came to mind. Too Chicago. His wife had the social graces of a porcupine. Nobody denied they were smart, hardworking, loyal, and there was nobody to whom Roger Kimball owed more than Harry Saks. Personally Lorraine thought it the most appalling idea.

It annoyed her that Miriam knew about it somehow. But it would annoy Miriam that she knew. So they were even.

“Craig Marsden.”

“Outgoing Republican White House domestic adviser. Will write a syndicated column.” He had a fairly attractive wife, Buff, who was interested in the arts.

“Warburgs.”

“Allen and Amy. National Editor of The Daily, rumored to be the next Editor.” Allen Warburg was in a power play with the managing editor for the top job about to be vacated by Wiley Turnbull, the long-shot out-of-towner who was a disaster.

It was one of the toughest problems the Washington party-givers had faced in years. The meek of heart simply decided not to invite either of them and just wait for the shakedown. But Lorraine Hadley was an old roulette player. She had placed her chips on Allen Warburg.

Allen was tough, a brilliant political infighter, shrewd, calculating, ruthless. Amy was exactly the opposite.

Lorraine loved having Amy. She could always count on Amy to take care of the number l’s, the spouses who came with their star husbands or wives. Allen lent an atmosphere of power, of competitiveness, of energy. Amy mopped up the leftovers, the dead weights. They really were the perfect couple to have at a dinner.

“T. R. Travis.”

“Feature writer for The Daily.” Travis was a mere child of twenty-five, acerbic and a bit sophomoric; interviews and bitchy reviews. He had profiled Lawrence, not entirely flatteringly. Travis might or might not show up, depending on his mood, and he might be wearing blue jeans, short shorts, or possibly a kilt if he felt like it. She would not dream of inviting Travis to a seated dinner, but she did like having him to buffets because he livened things up. He usually insulted someone, but he knew how far to go, and deep down he was a social climber. The iconoclasm was just to establish his independence. His wife was the giveaway, a mouse who never left his side. He knew she held him back. Lorraine felt sorry for her.

There was a knock on the door and Archie poked his head in. “Are you girls still at it?” he chuckled. Archie never had understood. He was patronizing about her parties, as she was patronizing about everything he did.

“Archie,” said Lorraine, ignoring his tone. “I’ve had Irma lay out your clothes. You’re to wear your navy blazer. I wish for once you wouldn’t wear a tie, especially a bow tie—just one of those Turnbull and Asser silk shirts with the collar open. It would look so much more casual, especially with this group. I’ve told the men no ties.”

“My dear,” said Archie. “You know perfectly well I wouldn’t be caught dead without a tie. In fact, you know how I dislike buffet suppers. No place to sit, nobody proper to talk to, balancing one’s plate on one’s knees, spilling wine.”

Archie was beginning his preparty whine. Archie was such an old maid, sometimes she didn’t see how she could bear it another moment. On the other hand, she suspected he realized he was nothing more than a prop, not to mention the bankroll. She really ought to be grateful. Even though Archie had barely turned sixty, he dressed, looked, and acted as though he were in his mid-seventies. But there was nothing she could do about it. Even an ascot… no, forget it. Just pretend he wasn’t there.

“Jane Fletcher,” said Miriam.

“Jane Fletcher, NBC correspondent.” She was fairly nice, not bad-looking, better than most, smarter than average. She had been assigned to cover the Vice President during the campaign. Her husband, Blair, was an attractive lawyer for the SEC.

Lorraine didn’t know Jane Fletcher, and she was a little leery of having a television person in this crowd of writers. These print people were so snobbish about the TV people, particularly those who hadn’t started on papers. The politicians, however, liked having TV people around, and they felt safer with them. Also, Jane was national, not local.

“Jerry Mendelsohn.”

“Allison Sterling’s friend.” This was not a romantic involvement. He wrote for the political section of The Weekly in New York.

“Desmond and Chessy Shaw.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Miriam. Chessy is one of my oldest friends.”

“Allison is a friend of yours too, and the last time she came you got her escort’s name wrong.”

Sometimes she really couldn’t bear Miriam. She wasn’t in the mood for this tonight.

Desmond Shaw had been head of the political section at The Weekly in New York and had just been named columnist and Washington Bureau Chief. “Chessy is about to kill herself to break into the Washington scene, but my guess is she won’t have time before Des dispatches her back to New York in spite of her money and connections. The only question is… who is the lucky lady?”

Miriam perked up at this one in spite of herself. She detested Chessy. And Chessy couldn’t stand her. They were rude to each other when Chessy called once a week from New York. Lorraine didn’t really like Chessy either. Their friendship went back years to New York, when Lorraine was working for a fashion magazine and Francesca and Desmond Shaw were the young couple about town.

“If you breathe a word of this, Miriam darling, I will strangle you.”

Miriam was indignant. She was, as Lorraine knew perfectly well, a sphinx. They could torture her to death before she would give out the menu. And that was probably the number one reason Lorraine kept her around. That and the fact that she was both fascinated and appalled at anyone capable of total discretion.

“I’m quite sure,” said Lorraine, lowering her voice conspiratorially, “that it is Allison Sterling… but I can’t get a thing out of her.”



It was bad enough that Chessy was coming down from New York to go to the party with Des; now, to make matters worse, he was twenty minutes late for drinks. Allison felt like walking out, but she wanted a confrontation. She had left an unscheduled briefing at the White House at six fifteen to meet Des at Nora, a small restaurant away from the White House where they wouldn’t be seen at this hour. She didn’t much care, but he did. It hadn’t been a problem during the campaign, when they were both traveling, and when he was in Washington they had been happy to stay at her house and cook and make love in front of the fire.

But the election was over last week. Des was now officially the Weekly Bureau Chief in Washington, and he had already rented a sparsely furnished house on Twenty-first Street near Dupont Circle. He still hadn’t told his wife he was leaving her, and now Chessy, who had originally planned to stay in New York, was making noises about moving to Washington.

Since they’d started seeing each other at the convention, Allison and Des had been going to parties separately but without dates so that they could meet afterward. Journalists often traveled alone.

Allison wondered if she hadn’t made a mistake in not confiding in Lorraine. The truth was that she wanted people to know. When Des had asked her to wait until after the election, it had seemed reasonable. He wouldn’t have to deal with Chessy while he was trying to cover a Presidential election. Besides, he said, they would both be traveling and it wouldn’t matter.

Now Des was going to this party with his wife, and Allison had had to resort to having her old buddy Jerry fly down from New York to spend the weekend with her and take her to the party. Jerry knew, so he was safe, and she needed someone who could get her through this evening.

She was appalled that she was in this situation. Allison had vowed long ago that she would never get involved with a married man. Another five minutes passed and she succumbed to the waiter’s second request for a drink order. What the hell. It was Friday. She didn’t have to file before the party, and she needed a glass of wine to get up her courage. She was going to tell him that the time was now. Either he told Chessy this weekend or she would end it.

Allison felt like a reluctant skydiver. She was in love. She had fallen totally for Des the first night. But she had had lots of attractive, successful, interesting men, and she wasn’t prepared for this. She had no intention of slinking around, hiding in corners. If Des wanted her he would have to have her openly, on her terms. She was working herself up. That was all right. It would be convincing. She knew he would be alarmed about this drink.

Now he rushed in out of breath and she almost burst out laughing. He looked like a schoolboy who had been called into the principal’s office. As upset as she was, Allison couldn’t help thinking how marvelous he was. His curly black hair was disheveled; his Burberry had the requisite stains and rips (“bullet holes”); his shirt collar was unbuttoned; his tie was loosened and there was a tiny spot on it. The last time he had worn that tie she had told him there was a spot on it.

“Sorry, baby,” Des said, leaning down to give her a kiss. Though she wanted to, she did not lift her mouth to him. She let him give her a peck on the forehead.

He sat down self-consciously at the small table next to the bar, smiled, avoided her eyes, and turned to signal the waiter. “One Beefeater martini, dry, no vegetables.” He turned to Allison rubbing his hands together, indicating that it was cold outside.

“Well,” he said.

Just the sound of his deep voice turned her on.

She said nothing.

“Goddamn, I had trouble getting away from the office,” he tried. “We’ve had real problems with this cover story on Kimball’s Cabinet. Every source is giving us a different story. I don’t suppose you have insights you’d like to share.” Teasing. He was trying to jolly her up. He knew having the President-elect for a godfather was a problem for her. He had taken the tack early on to tease her about it, get it out in the open rather than pretend it didn’t exist. If he could josh about it in front of her colleagues it would make it seem more acceptable. Allison was not in the mood to discuss Uncle Roger today, or the cover story, or why Des was late. She was not about to help him out.

Des practically grabbed the martini from the waiter.

“So,” he said. “So I guess you’re pretty pissed?” When Des was nervous, what was usually the slight trace of a Boston Irish accent became pronounced. Even now it amused her.

“Do I have a right to be?” She was determined not to raise her voice.

“I can see I’m in a shit sandwich already,” he said with resignation.

Allison was rather enjoying the scene. It was a new experience. In the three months or so that they had been seeing each other they had not spent that much time together. They had had disagreements but never really a fight. This was their first serious fight. If she could detach herself, she might learn something about him. And about herself. She just had to stop thinking about his strong brown hands on her body.

“I only asked a question,” Allison said. “What would make you think I was angry otherwise?”

“Look, sweetheart, I know this is a tough deal on you. But try to see my side. What am I supposed to do when Chessy calls and tells me she is coming down for this party? She had already accepted for both of us. I haven’t had time to talk to her. I just can’t get into a hassle until I’ve finished this story. C’mon, be fair. What do you want me to do? Tell Chessy she can’t come down because I’m taking the woman I love to the party?”

He was talking too loud.

Allison shushed him, shaking her head slightly and motioning toward the people around them.

Des looked embarrassed. “I’m sorry,” he said, looking quickly around.

“That’s fine,” said Allison. “I understand perfectly. We agreed you wouldn’t tell Chessy until after the election. And I realize you haven’t seen her since then. I also understand that you had no way of knowing Lorraine would have a party and invite Chessy as you were finishing a cover. You were trapped.”

“Oh, Sonny,” he said, practically gasping with relief. He signaled for another martini and looked at her with his winning, normally devastating smile. “Baby, you are sump’n else. I didn’t think you would be nearly so understanding. What a doll.” He was almost chortling.

“You don’t give me enough credit, darling,” she said quietly.

She asked him about the cover story. He said there was some stuff in it he obviously couldn’t talk about. She understood. She didn’t push.

“So,” she said, crossing her arms and leaning on the table. “How was it with Chessy last night?”

His face fell. “Do we have to?” he pleaded.

“Just curious,” she said pleasantly with a little shrug. “I am interested, you know.”

“I’m sorry. You know how it was with Chess last night. It was the usual. She talked about how she was going to start looking at apartments in the Watergate and in the meantime put this needlepoint carpet here and that Coromandel screen, or whatever the hell it is, there, and silk curtains, and I don’t know. I just sat there getting deeper and deeper into the tank. Then she called me a drunk, accused me of ruining my daughter, and went to bed. That, for your information, is how it was with Chessy last night.”

“Well, then, it shouldn’t be so hard for you to tell her you want a divorce this weekend.”

Des looked up from his glass as if he had been slapped.

“What?” His black eyes pierced hers.

“You heard what I said.” She was trying to sound calm, in control, though her heart was beating and her lips were dry.

“Wait a second,” said Des. “I never said anything about telling her this weekend. I mean, Jesus Christ, I’ve got this cover and—”

“I did.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the fact that if you do not tell your wife of twenty-five years, the mother of your child, that you are divorcing her because you are in love with me, then it’s over. That, my friend, is what I am talking about.”

She hoped her voice held conviction.

“Jesus, Sonny”—his voice was soft—“you’re the first woman in twenty years I’ve wanted to change my life for. There’ve been a lot of dames, but you’re the only one I’ve loved. It’s just that—”

“Just that it’s hard to make the break? Des, do you think I don’t know it? What do you think I’m telling you? I love you. More than I’ve ever loved another man.”

Her eyes were dangerously close to welling up.

“This is not going the way I had planned it,” she said, laughing, trying to hide her emotion. “What I’m saying is, I had better get out of this relationship before I can’t. I have the strength to do it now. I care too much about myself to let myself get fucked over. I also care too much about you to lose respect for you.”

He looked so miserable that it was all she could do not to throw her arms around him. But she knew if she did she would lose her edge. And she had to admit that being able to have this effect on him did give her a certain thrill. She decided she had better leave while she was still in control… those dark eyelashes, that mouth, that firm jaw… and he knew it too. He’d seen his own effect on too many women.

They hadn’t finished their drinks, but Allison stood up to go. “Call me Monday morning—if you’ve done it.”

She leaned down before he could see what she was doing and quickly kissed him on the cheek in a last burst of mischief.

“See you in a few hours,” she said almost gaily, and waltzed out the door, leaving Des clutching the edge of the table.



“Finally,” said Miriam, “Sir Rodney and Lady Edwina Abel-Smith.”

“Always save the hardest till last.” Edwina was Lorraine’s closest friend, the wife of the British Ambassador. They had been friends in London during the years Edwina and Rodney were there between posts. About Lorraine’s age, Edwina had masses of tousled brown curls creating a jungle on top of her head, sloe eyes, a thin nose, and pouty lips. Eccentric, very English, she was also the most talented professional gossip Lorraine had ever known. Edwina had taught her the subtleties, and Lorraine bowed in deference. She had made a name in fashion magazines all over the world as a stylish hostess, decorator, conversationalist, appreciator of the arts, and—not least—one of the most famously promiscuous women on four continents. Anyone who knew anything knew that Edwina had had affairs with half the richest, most powerful and famous men in the world, though that may have been a slight exaggeration which Lorraine enjoyed perpetuating.

Sir Rodney, terminally boring, rather like Archie, was from a well-known and titled family, and was as rich as he was dull. Edwina, who came from a rather modest middle-class background, was generally credited with helping her husband to success. She was a legend in the diplomatic corps, and upon their arrival shortly before the election all of Washington was poised to see just exactly whom she might go after in the new Administration.

Lorraine was almost certain Edwina would make a play for Rosey Grey. Just a guess, but Edwina had been asking a lot of questions about the Greys. It was not by accident that they had both been invited.



Lorraine had barely reached the foot of the stairs when Irma opened the door and let in Desmond and Chessy.

“Lorraine darling,” said Chessy eagerly. “I hope you won’t think us gauche to arrive on time. But I told Des I never see you and we had to come early so we could visit.”

The two women kissed, brushing the air.

“Chessy, how marvelous to see you. You look positively divine. You’ve cut your hair. Des, my angel, I’m angry with you. You never call. You’ve given your heart to another hostess.”

“Knock it off, Lorraine. You know I’ve been out campaigning.” Des gave Lorraine a hug, then looked around for the waiter. “What do you have to do to get a drink around here?” He spotted Archie, hovering near the foot of the stairs.

“Hi, Arch, how goes it?” he said as he moved in to grab Archie’s hand, then, seeing his attire, let out a long low whistle. Archie had worn his Chevy Chase Country Club blazer and velvet slippers, despite the fact that Lorraine had laid out a cashmere jacket and loafers.

Lorraine hurriedly led the way into the living room, ignoring Archie, and the four circled around the fire. The waiter appeared immediately with Desmond’s martini, soda for Lorraine, a Scotch-and-soda for Chessy, a gimlet for Archie.

“You always do everything so well…” said Chessy. “But darling, let’s not waste a second. Tell us who’s coming. I feel like a tourist.”

“Well, of course this is just a simple buffet for Lawrence. Everyone will be on the floor.”

She was eying Chessy’s black silk dress. There was no way Chessy would end up on the floor. She was overdressed for Washington, Lorraine was pleased to note.

“Lorraine, who’s coming, for heaven’s sake?”

“Well, the Vice President-elect and his wife,” said Lorraine, and let the words sink in.

“Where did you meet them?” Chessy asked, eying Lorraine suspiciously.

“Well, I haven’t met them personally,” said Lorraine. That was just the information Chessy wanted.

“Oh?”

“Well, Rosey Grey’s parents are friends of Archie’s. He’s known them for ages. In fact, we entertained them in London when they came over once a year, the senior Greys, while Rosey was Governor of Virginia. But I thought—we thought it would be nice to have the new Vice President and his wife over to make them feel welcome in Washington.”

Lorraine was a bit embarrassed. It was so obviously a coup to have them. It killed her that they had been Archie’s acquisition. She knew that Chessy knew that it was pretty hard-core social climbing. Chessy was in a hostile mood, too. Des was ordering his second martini. They must have had an argument.

“How thoughtful of you to invite the new Vice President and his wife over,” Chessy said.

Lorraine stiffened. Chessy was playing hardball tonight. “Wouldn’t you like to hear the rest of the guest list?” she asked.

“Of course,” Chessy answered a bit tartly. Something was coming.

“Allison Sterling. I’m sure you’ve heard of her. Desmond, you know her.”

Des, who had been leaning against the fireplace with his martini, enjoying them going at it, bristled slightly. Now he sensed that he too was going to get it as a weapon against Chessy.

“She’s The Daily’s White House correspondent and the goddaughter of the new President-elect, in case you haven’t been reading the columns. I know you’ll like her.…”

Silence. Lorraine had scored. And by the look on Des’s face she was sure that Allison was the one. Lorraine had heard the campaign gossip. She had made the right guess.

The doorbell rang. It was the opinion-page editor, Worth Elgin, and his wife, Claire.

“Lorraine,” said Claire Elgin, “the house looks divine. You always outdo yourself. And what a cozy fire.” She handed her coat to the waiter, ordered a glass of white wine, and raced over to the fire to stand with her hands behind her back making small shivering noises. “Oh, it’s marvelous; I think I’ll just stay here all night. Hello, Archie dear,” she said as she brushed his cheek with her heavily powdered one. “And Chessy, I haven’t seen you in ages. I hope you’ve decided to come down to Washington and keep an eye on Desmond.” She gave Des a warm smile. Chessy was not going to like this evening, she could tell. And Des was acting odd. He wouldn’t argue with her. It was disconcerting.

“Well, Des,” said Worth Elgin, reaching for his drink, “what do you think the new Cabinet will look like? It seems to me Kimball’s going pretty fast. It’s only been two weeks.”

“Oh, no, don’t tell me you two are going to start right out,” Chessy said. “That’s all anyone thinks about in this town. I was hoping we could get in some good gossip before everyone arrives.”

“First of all, Chessy, politics is gossip, as I’m sure you’ll learn when you move to Washington.” Claire watched Des’s expression carefully.

Claire had looked quizzical when she heard Chessy say she hoped they weren’t going to talk politics all night. She would never have said that. One read the papers and tried to seem interested. Only when it got too boring did one fall back on sex. But it was risky and it usually didn’t work.

Des and Worth talked about the Administration. Archie rocked back and forth from his heels to his toes in that annoying way he had.

Lorraine wished somebody else would come. This was always the hardest part, when a few of the first guests arrived and everyone was half-standing, half-sitting.

“Claire,” she ventured, “how did your recital go?”

Claire brightened. “Oh, actually it went quite well. The New York World critic thought I was underexposed.”

Someone was coming in, and Lorraine couldn’t get away fast enough.

It was the Warburgs, looking eager. Thank God. They gave their coats at the door, ordered drinks, and came breezing in. Allen, ever the newsman, greeted the women perfunctorily and joined the men. “I bet I’d never guess what you are talking about.” He laughed the male-camaraderie laugh that accompanies good political discussion. Archie continued to tip back and forth on his heels.

It did not go unnoticed by Lorraine as the doorbell rang again that Des glanced up each time the waiter went to answer it. Chessy watched him out of the corner of her eye.

The Sakses, the Marsdens, and Michael Addison were the next to arrive. Still no guest of honor, still no Vice President, still no Allison. Lorraine was glad that the Vice President was a little late. She wanted the party on its feet when he arrived so that she could take him around. He will do well here, Lorraine decided. He understands how to make an entrance. It was now fifteen minutes after eight. He’d wait another ten or fifteen before getting here. She was annoyed about Lawrence. He should have been here at least a few minutes after eight.

Another group. The Elgins, Rufus Turner and his wife, Jane Fletcher and her husband. Bud and Helene Corwin.

She would never speak to Lawrence again if he didn’t arrive before the Vice President. If he arrived at the same time she’d have to murder him.

Just then she heard a small shriek and turned to see Edwina Abel-Smith gliding through the door, arm in arm with Lawrence, who had clearly had something to drink. The Ambassador followed with a resigned look. They must have met at the foot of the stairs. Edwina had known Lawrence in London and had always had a slight sneaker for him. But tonight, tonight it was fairly obvious that Edwina had made a decision. It was also fairly obvious that the dark-haired young woman standing next to Rodney glaring at the two of them was June—Oh, God, what was her name?—Lawrence’s friend.

Everyone in the room looked up at Edwina and smiled. She knew how to make an entrance. A hostess could count on Edwina.

“Darling Edwina, you have saved the evening,” Lorraine said gaily. “You have brought my guest of honor. Now do me a favor and take him around the room, will you, while I take care of Rodney and—oh, God what is that girl’s name?”

“Levitas. June Levitas,” said Edwina. That meant Edwina was serious. She had made the effort to learn the lady in question’s name. This meant that she was not going to make a play for the Vice President unless she decided to switch horses. Lorraine was disappointed.

Most of the men had fallen into little clumps. Senator Bud Corwin had staked out a spot in the center of the room. This way he was available for any journalist who wanted to ask his opinion or any woman who might want to flirt. Claire Elgin had had her eye on him since he arrived. As she walked over she smoothed her hair, licked her lips, and unconsciously touched her ample breasts.

But as Claire got to Corwin, Maria Marsden, wife of the outgoing Republican domestic adviser, approached him batting her eyes. “Tell me, Senator, who do you think the President has in mind for State?”

“Well, of course, there are a number of fine possibilities,” said Corwin, winding up for his spiel as though he were sitting down to a good dinner. Claire was going to have none of this. She knew it was almost a toss-up between sex and politics with Bud Corwin as long as the attention was on him, and she also knew he didn’t give a damn what Mrs. Marsden thought about his opinions on anything.

Usually Claire played the astute political journalist’s wife, nodding, listening, bringing out whomever she was speaking to. But Corwin was different. Claire had gotten Corwin’s signals before. His voice was fading out as he watched her approach. “Oh, let’s not talk about anything as boring as this Administration,” said Claire, risking the ploy. “It’s Friday night. Let’s relax. Let’s talk about sex.”

Mrs. Marsden nearly dropped her drink. Claire, prompted most likely by Chessy, had just broken the sacred Washington rule. Never bring up sex obviously. Mrs. Marsden backed off quietly.

Lorraine ran over the guest list. Allison still hadn’t come, and they were missing Travis. She busied herself making sure everyone had a drink and that the crudités and cheese puffs were being passed. She couldn’t concentrate on conversation until the Vice President arrived. Allison was usually so prompt; where was she?

Lorraine glanced toward Des. He was still talking to the men. She reminded herself that she would have to break that up. Chessy had not budged from the sofa. She had cornered a few women and was regaling them with tales of the jet set, celebrities and fashion personalities she ran with in New York and Europe. They had all followed her in the fashion magazines. They thought she must be pretty spectacular to be married to someone like Des.

The doorbell rang. Lorraine, chatting with the British Ambassador, made a move toward the door when Allison appeared in the hallway, Jerry Mendelsohn behind her. She drew her breath. She had never seen Allison look so beautiful. Her silver-blond hair, usually pulled back, was loose around her shoulders. Her dress was pale blue-gray cashmere. She looked elegant, confident, and untouchable.

Most of the room had turned to look at her. Allison was not theatrical, but she was aware of the effect she had on people and she seemed to take it in stride. Lorraine was watching Des. She saw Chessy with a look on her face that was nothing but fear. She knew.

“Sorry,” Allison whispered, kissing Lorraine on the cheek. “Jerry’s shuttle was late getting in and I decided to wait for him.”

The waiter brought her a glass of white wine and Jerry a whiskey.

“Oh, there’s Des,” she said, as if she were surprised. “C’mon over and say Hi to him, Jerry.”

Before Jerry had a chance to say anything, Allison excused herself and strode over to where Des was standing with Worth Elgin, Harry Saks, Craig Marsden, and Allen Warburg.

“Des, how are you?” She leaned over and gave him a friendly kiss—just enough to disturb, not enough to arouse suspicion.

Allison turned to the other men, leaving Des holding Jerry’s arm.

“Hello, everybody,” she said. She kissed the journalists, shook hands with Saks and Marsden. Allison did not like to be on kissing terms with politicians.

“Well, Sonny,” said Saks, “what do you hear from Uncle Rog?”

Allison flushed. It was a cheap shot, not uncharacteristic.

She smiled sweetly. “So far I haven’t heard who the President is going to appoint as Ambassador to England.”

Saks grimaced. He had thought it was his little secret that he wanted the Court of St. James’s.

“Speaking of appointments,” continued Allison, “I notice that Senator Corwin is running for Secretary of State.”

“If it were a beauty contest he’d certainly have no trouble winning,” said Warburg dryly. They all turned to see Claire Elgin draped over Senator Corwin’s arm. The two were perched on opposite arms of a chair. It was a coup for Claire to have lured him out of the center of the room.

Saks took the opportunity to go speak to them. Corwin jumped from his perch and put his arm around Saks, leaving Claire balanced alone on her side of the chair and very much annoyed.

She moved over to Allison’s group and took her husband’s arm. He was unable to suppress a tiny smirk. Didn’t she understand that ego massage was what really turned them on?

“Hello, Sonny,” Claire said, leaning over to peck Allison on the cheek. She did not particularly like Allison, but Allison was a good extra woman at dinner—attractive, and now, of course, so close to the President. “You look heavenly. And that dress! Whose is it?” The hint of a fashion talk and the men began to turn away.

Allison had no intention of spending time talking to Claire Elgin about clothes or anything else. But Claire was pressing her.

“I whipped it up myself on my sewing machine, Claire,” said Allison.

Des laughed. Good.

“Jerry,” she said, “we haven’t seen Chessy. Is she here?” She was watching Des.

“Why don’t you two go over and say hello?” said Des. “I think I’ll just stay here and talk to Claire. Claire,” he said, “come over here and tell me everything.” Then to Worth, “You don’t mind, do you, pal?”

Allison made a beeline toward Chessy on the other side of the room.

Jerry took her by the arm to slow her down. “Are you sure you want to play it this way, Sonny?”

Jerry knew everything. He was the only one who did. He cared about her. He was worried that she would blow it.

“Relax, Jerry. I know what I’m doing,” she said.

“I just don’t want you to get hurt, kid.”

“I know. But I also know Des. I know what turns him on. Balls, for one thing. I’d much rather be at home with you watching The Late Show and having a pizza. But I’ve got to show him that I will not back down. Believe me, Jerry, if she isn’t gone by Monday morning, Des can go to hell.”

“Okay, okay. Calm down.”

Jerry was right, and Des would hate a scene. From the looks of Chessy, she was ready for one. It was obvious she was not having a good time.

It made Allison feel stronger. She was sure now she was going to win. She saw
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