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The subject may have been sex and Washington, but the only steam generated by lunch with the capital's most notorious escort service owner came from the pasta primavera.





Not for lack of trying by Q and A moderator Carol Joynt, who worked in vain to get some dish about the men behind the numbers on Deborah Jeane Palfrey's voluminous phone bills.





Deborah Jeane Palfrey, left, takes questions from Carol Joynt at Nathans of Georgetown. Palfrey is accused of running a prostitution ring. (By Katherine Frey -- The Washington Post)  
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"Why Washington, D.C.?" Joynt, owner of Nathans of Georgetown, wanted to know. "What is it about the men here?"





"It's very sophisticated," said Palfrey, who ran a business specializing in what she calls erotic fantasies and what authorities call illegal prostitution. "Very liberal. And a higher brow." She has been charged with federal racketeering.





"Is this a particularly needy market?" Joynt pursued.  "Neediness is spread out all over," Palfrey demurred.





Anticipation and titillation levels were high in the checked-tablecloth restaurant as a mostly female, well-heeled crowd of 68 arrived for a $35 lecture featuring Palfrey and "Today" show travel correspondent Peter Greenberg.





Palfrey wasn't paid. All she got was a free lunch, which she and her hovering attorney consumed in a dank corner of the restaurant, in a hall leading to the kitchen, by the ladies' room.  


"What I want to know is," inquired an older woman in vivid red and matching lipstick, right before the microphones were turned on, "why would you start this business, and why do you choose Washington?"





"Yeah! How do you get this kind of business going?" chimed in a woman in a blue twin set, giggling. "I just retired. I'm looking for something to do."  


Palfrey sat on a stool in the middle of the room, looking dapper in gray pinstripes and pointed slingbacks. Her eyes, smudged with eyeliner, peeped through a wispy fringe of bangs, from under a set of arched eyebrows that looked both surprised and innocent, as though they'd been plucked to communicate, simply, "Moi?"





"I'm trying to figure out," Joynt said as the proceedings began yesterday at the only public event in Washington attended by Palfrey that hasn't also involved the courthouse steps, "what it means that there a


re so many women here today. Are there people here to apply for jobs? Or people who didn't want to appear here today?"


Palfrey's civil attorney, Montgomery Blair Sibley, looming like a hall monitor over the afternoon's exchange.





"We're just talking about tastes," Joynt persisted.  


Palfrey was in town for a court appearance Monday. Her travel to and from her home in California is arranged by the U.S. Marshals Service and paid for by the federal courts. U.S. District Judge Gladys Kessler signed an order yesterday allowing her to stay all week to review materials with her attorney.  


Even madams, accused or self-described, deserve lunch breaks.  


"Are you a madam?" Joynt asked directly.  "I'm a business owner," Palfrey replied.  "Everyone's calling you the D.C. madam."  


"I prefer the Washington madam. It's classier


"You accept that people call you a madam?" 


"Oh, sure!" 


Deborah Jeane Palfrey, left, takes questions from Carol Joynt at Nathans of Georgetown. Palfrey is accused of running a prostitution ring. (By Katherine Frey -- The Washington Post) 


 


Palfrey characterized herself as a "conservative Democrat" and said there is no paper trail of names or addresses on canceled checks because "we accepted cash only." She said most of the women who worked for her weren't "even curious" about the clients' identities. She closed her business last fall.





"Is that because the Washington man is so boring?" Joynt wondered. Those in the crowd -- mostly women, remember -- laughed so hard they started to snort.





When the interview ended, Palfrey and Sibley exited through the kitchen and out the back door. Reporters followed, asking, as they trailed the duo down Wisconsin Avenue: Who is Palfrey favoring in the presidential election? "I'd love to see Hillary win. She's bright and articulate." And how does she feel about Bush? "I hate him. He's only where he is because of his father." Quipped Sibley, "There goes your pardon."





She stopped in front of a store called the Pleasure Place; in the window stood a mannequin wearing black lace lingerie and holding a whip.





"The whole story's not out yet," Sibley told the throng, "because we've been restrained." He then tried to hail a taxi, but Palfrey interjected: "No. I think we should spend another few minutes." A man in a van drove by and shouted, "You go, girl!"





"We get that a lot," Sibley said.





And then he pulled her away.





"We've got a K Street appointment," he said.





Palfrey, looking suddenly thrilled and excited, said, "I'm going to do a Vanity Fair photo shoot."





In a moment, she disappeared. People began emerging from the surrounding stores, eager to talk about the woman they had immediately recognized -- and called the "D.C. madam."





Staff writer Carol D. Leonnig contributed to this report








