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  Prologue




  The President was missing. Every corner of the White House had been checked and double-checked, but without success. The Vice-President was in Europe. He had not been called, for everyone expected the President suddenly to appear and of course an unnecessary fuss was the last thing that they wanted. The whole situation was most odd, for the President rarely had a moment to himself. Indeed, it seemed that every second of his day was monitored. Yet, after breakfast, he had simply disappeared.




  The White House Chief of Staff was in a quandary but just when he had at last decided to go public, the phone rang. The President had been found sitting on a park bench near the Lincoln Memorial.




  Chapter One




  The limo drew to a sudden stop and the lean grey-haired figure of the White House Chief of Staff jumped out and hurried to where the President was sitting.




  ‘Mr President, are you OK?’ he called out anxiously.




  ‘Never better, Joss. Sit down for a moment.’




  Joss Johnson obeyed reluctantly.




  ‘I’ve been watching the people visiting the Memorial. The young ones skip up and come down slowly, and the old crawl up and step out coming down.’




  ‘Well, there’s one oldie descending pretty slowly.’




  ‘Another theory in the garbage can!’




  ‘Are you all right, Sir? We’ve been looking for you all morning! In fact, we’re all in orbit at the cottage! What happened?’




  ‘It’s OK, Joss, I’m not crazy! It was, shall we say, an unusual morning. I had to escape. I’ll explain later, but meantime, duty calls. We’d better go back. Sorry to have raised your blood pressure!’




  ‘But, Sir, nobody saw you leave. How did you get out undetected?’




  ‘Joss, I walked out but no one seemed to see me. As I said, it was an unusual morning, but more later.’




  John Duncan sprang lightly to his feet. He looked younger than his forty-nine years, though his hair was turning grey.




  ‘The Joint Chiefs have been waiting for some time,’ Johnson prompted.




  ‘They’re not waiting, Joss. They’re talking!’




  ‘You’re OK, Sir!’




  Both men laughed. Yet Johnson still had disturbing reservations. The US President had acted strangely and that was something he dared not ignore. He needed to know more. What exactly happened this morning? It was an urgent question not to be delayed.
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  By chance the BBC correspondent Sarah Crawford had witnessed the arrival of Joss Johnson and had seen his agitated conversation with the man on the bench who, to her amazement, turned out to be John Duncan. What was going on? There was something very odd about it all, for the tenant of the White House was always surrounded by a posse of thick-necked bodyguards; to be on his own was something very strange indeed. This was a scoop, to say the least, but she felt constrained. Firstly she was BBC and one of the old school and, secondly, she had dined with Joss Johnson and his wife on two occasions. ‘Thus conscience doth make cowards of us all,’ she muttered to herself. She had better speak to Joss. It was the decent thing.




  [image: Image]




  After receiving Sarah Crawford’s phone call, Johnson knew he had to act. Luckily he caught the President between meetings and was able to put his case immediately.




  Duncan’s response was instant and strangely casual. The expected concern about possible political damage was wholly absent.




  ‘Invite her here to supper, tonight if she can make it, and maybe you and Joan could join us. Joss, this isn’t an executive order. It doesn’t have to be tonight.’




  ‘We’re OK, I think, and I know Sarah has been angling for a one-to-one for some time. So I think we’ve got a date.’




  ‘Let’s hope so, for these media people are usually pretty busy,’ the President responded and again there was the same casual unconcerned air. This wasn’t the usual Duncan.




  Joss, though, was sure that Sarah Crawford wouldn’t miss the opportunity. ‘I’ll tell her about your wine cellar!’




  ‘Now I know the reason that you’re the Chief of Staff!’




  A gentle knock heralded the President’s next appointment and Joss took his leave. As he walked to his office, Johnson was pensive. His boss was still quick and efficient but Joss had the strong impression that he didn’t seem to care. It was as if nothing mattered. Yet Joss couldn’t fault him, for he had dealt with the Crawford matter without the slightest hesitation. Tonight, perhaps, all would be revealed.
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  Thank God she did the decent thing, Sarah reflected. For so easily the journalistic instinct for a story could have won. Then, how could she have looked Joss Johnson in the eye, or Duncan for that matter? Now she was having supper with the President and his Chief of Staff. Decency had paid her dividend.




  What was she going to wear? She smiled at the rise of the familiar mantra for she knew exactly what dress would be appropriate. Then she laughed when she thought of all the innuendo and the clever sniping at her too-nice image. Her colleagues at the Beeb would have to think again, for dinner with the President was real ‘hard copy’.
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  Sarah Crawford was not the only one who was observing at the Lincoln Memorial. Just before setting out for his White House dinner appointment, Joss received a call from a trusted press insider. A tabloid was running a story in their early edition, headed ‘Duncan goes AWOL.’ Johnson was livid and phoned the editor but, of course, it made no difference. The story was the thing and the people had the right to be informed.




  ‘Hogwash!’ Johnson grated as he slammed the phone down.
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  Chapter Two




  ‘What elegance and dignity’, the President called out graciously as his three guests arrived together. ‘But, Joss, I sense a note of trouble.’




  ‘A phone call just before we left – a tabloid’s running a story in the morning edition.’




  ‘Yes, the press boys told me. I’ve gone AWOL, I believe! Well, Joss, if the press play hard ball with Billy at tomorrow’s briefing, I’ll call by and do a little plain speaking. Sorry, ladies. I’m afraid talking ‘shop’ is the local hazard here! Well, what would you like to drink? The White House is well stocked with all sorts of goodies. Sarah?’




  Johnson almost shook his head. This AWOL business could be very awkward, if not damaging, but his friend the President didn’t seem to mind. Something had definitely happened in the morning after breakfast: an event strong enough to affect the thinking process of the President and Commander-in-Chief of the most awesome military force in the world. This was not something to dismiss in a dreamy glow of sentimental loyalty.




  Sarah chose sherry, and the rest followed her example. Easy pleasantries flowed, but Duncan knew his guests were too polite to probe him on his ‘disappearance’. He would have to bring the matter up, and he would, of course, but not quite yet.




  Just when the cook indicated that the first course was due, an aide entered with a portable phone.




  ‘Sorry to interrupt, Mr President: it’s Secretary of State Anderson; he says it’s urgent.’




  ‘Excuse me, folks. It’s the usual pre-dinner crisis. Sometimes I think there’s someone up there playing tricks!’




  Conversation died as Duncan moved out of earshot.




  ‘That’s the Presidency!’ Joss said knowingly. ‘It’s 24/7 and it’s relentless.’




  ‘I wonder what part of the world it is this time?’ his wife questioned.




  ‘Joan, possibilities abound,’ her husband responded.




  Sarah was fascinated. This was it, the high table, as it were, and her journalistic instincts were on fire.




  ‘That was Andy Anderson,’ the President said as he returned. ‘Some holy shrine has been stormed by an Islamist cult and the ruling potentate has imposed a news black out. In the absence of information we’re being blamed and our Embassy’s under attack. Sometimes I think we’re the world’s fall guy!’




  ‘Is the Embassy staff in danger?’ Sarah asked.




  ‘Luckily there’s a strong contingent of marines and tear-gas by the gallon. The rioters don’t play the Geneva tune but our fellas have body armour and they don’t take too many chances. Hopefully it’ll blow over soon. But no doubt we’ll be blamed for over-reaction. It’s the current mind-set.’




  ‘We have our mind-sets too, Sir. I know in Britain we have the ‘chattering class’ on one side and the ‘hard liners’ on the other and they’re both as blinkered as they come!’




  ‘Sarah, it’s a universal failing both individually and collectively. Too often we’re as blind as bats. Now to important matters: here comes the first course! We’d better take our seats.’




  ‘This is delicious!’ Sarah reacted after her first mouthful.




  ‘Jilly, my housekeeper, is a very good cook. If you could say a quiet word afterwards, it would be good. Such things make the world go round.’




  All this was brilliant stuff for a profile, Sarah mused. Then she cringed. How mercenary! Profiting from the occasion seemed so self-serving. Still, it was her profession.




  ‘May I pursue this question of mind-sets?’




  ‘Of course!’




  ‘Well, Sir, if we are all imprisoned in our various mind-sets, it would seem we are all to some extent “seeing through a glass darkly” and certainly “not face to face.” So, in fact we are not seeing things as they truly are.’




  ‘I would agree with you, Sarah, but I fear the academics would shred us!’




  ‘How so, Sir?’




  ‘Well, to them “things as they truly are” would be a relative concept.’




  ‘I see their point, but I feel happier with Corinthians! That, of course, would be my mind-set.’




  They all laughed.




  ‘This certainly is a new line in dinner conversation!’ Joss quipped.




  ‘There is one proof that the academics tend to dismiss,’ the President continued.




  ‘What is that, Sir?’ Sarah pressed.




  ‘Experience.’




  ‘But surely that is the most relative thing there is!’




  ‘Generally that is true, but I feel that most do experience a moment or moments of clarity and the strange thing is, we recognise that clarity.’




  ‘I know what you’re saying, Sir, but it’s still a relative world,’ Joss interjected.




  ‘It is, if you’re wedded to empirical proof. However, my proposition is that experience of clarity can be confirmed. Many have recorded their experiences and they all accord. They all say the same. Here I rest my case, for I see with blinding clarity that the second course is coming!’




  ‘To that I raise no objection!’




  Again they laughed.




  ‘This is most enjoyable,’ the President said easily. ‘Sarah, Joss tells me that you would like a one-to-one.’




  ‘Yes, Mr President, that would be wonderful. In fact, landing such an interview might persuade the Beeb to keep me on their books!’




  ‘Surely you’ve no trouble in that quarter!’




  ‘I’m old-fashioned, they say, and I’m not aggressive enough. That’s the usual mantra.’




  ‘There you are, a typical mind-set. Well, this looks good. Jilly’s done us proud.’




  ‘And how!’ Joan Johnson echoed.




  ‘Hey, it’s time to freshen up your glasses. Let me get another bottle,’ he added, making to get up.




  ‘Allow me, Mr President.’ Joss cut in.




  ‘Sit down, Joss. I’m the host tonight!’




  Both men burst out laughing.




  ‘I’m told you both were old school pals,’ Sarah ventured. ‘Indeed we were, and Joss still bosses me around!’ Duncan returned.




  ‘I’d be lucky!’ Joss flashed back.




  There was more laughter and Sarah suddenly realized that she’d forgotten about the Lincoln Memorial business. Anyway,




  she didn’t feel it was her place to bring it up. Instead, she asked about the forthcoming election.




  ‘We’re ahead of the Republican front-runner, Whiteside, at the moment,’ the President began, ‘but you never can be sure until you cross the line!’




  ‘This front-runner, how popular is he?’




  ‘Whiteside’s a fair-haired all-American sort of fella with a pretty wife and one of each, in fact, the perfect candidate. I’ve met him once or twice. He has a pleasant easy nature.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Joss spat, ‘but his campaign manager’s a first-class bastard.’




  ‘Campaign managers are rarely angels, Joss: except you, of course!’




  ‘I’m glad you noticed, Sir!’




  Duncan chuckled.




  ‘Well, I’ve got news for you!’ Joan Johnson quipped.




  ‘Sarah,’ the President began, ‘I lost my wife three years ago and these good people practically carried me. Indeed, they spend more time here than their own home. So we’re close and you, by your integrity this afternoon, are welcome to this band of trust.’




  ‘I am honoured, Sir.’




  ‘And so are we! Now, what happened this morning and why did I suddenly disappear? The simple answer is I felt it necessary to escape this gilded prison that is 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. But that’s not the whole story, of course. This morning I had a touch of what Churchill called his ‘black dog’. Now, I wouldn’t claim to compete with the great man, but let’s say it was pretty dark. All seemed so pointless, repetitive and mechanical. Then I thought of my late wife, which, as you can imagine, didn’t help. For some time I sat locked in this arid world until I suddenly realized that the misery was being watched and that this watcher fella was on the side lines unaffected, just like a spectator at a ball game. It was like throwing a switch. Suddenly the world lit up. Everything seemed significant: chairs, table, and cups, even a piece of torn paper lying on the floor. I looked outside; it was a wonderland. So I went downstairs and out into the rose garden. For some strange reason, the usual ‘Good morning, Mr President,’ was absent. It was as if I’d slipped the net! Outside the wonder hadn’t lessened. There was a gardener busy at his work. Normally I would have simply seen a gardener, but this time I saw care and dedication.




  ‘Then I had a naughty-boy desire to roam outside the grounds.




  Also I wanted to see the people without them staring at the usual bodyguard screen. It worked; the gods were on my side and there I was, free and fascinated by everything about me. I had had enough sense to grab a baseball cap before I left the Cottage and this I pulled well over my eyes. So I was camouflaged, as it were. Are you all asleep?’ Duncan suddenly asked.




  ‘I’m on the edge of my seat, Mr President,’ Sarah returned. ‘Please go on. What about the people that you met?’




  ‘I felt very much at one with them. We shared a common humanity. It was as if we knew the same secret. Only the mindsets were different. These were obvious but they were accepted. There was no criticism, though it was hovering. In fact, the light was lessening; even so, I still felt a sense of freedom. We get so worked up about things, and it’s so unnecessary. But there are dark souls. I saw one. Such men can be dangerous. There you are, I’m still the same John Duncan but with my mind-set slightly modified. I’m sorry about the trouble that I caused, but I feel the President of the United States needed the experience.’




  ‘Well you’ve put my mind at rest,’ Joss responded. ‘It’s the Press Corps in the morning that concerns me. What should we tell them?’




  ‘Joss, what I did was something many leaders have done throughout the ages. I escaped the magic circle and saw the people face to face. I know it could be viewed as irresponsible. But I feel the American people would prefer their president to be modestly adventurous!’




  ‘That may be optimistic!’




  ‘Let’s not apologize too much. I wanted to escape the gilded cage, so I went for a walk! Ah, I see more trouble.’




  They all could see the aide approaching with the portable. This time Duncan didn’t leave the table.




  ‘Ah, Jim. Good to hear from you… That’s a generous offer. I’ll pass it on to Andy right away. Hey, when are you coming over? I always value our pow-wows… Yeah, next month would be fine. Guess who is in my dining party this evening… All right, I’ll tell you. Sarah Crawford, a fellow Brit… I agree, the best of the best! Hey, the dessert is coming. Make yourself scarce, fella!’ The crackle of laughter was audible. ‘Next month, then… Good night, Prime Minister – hey, have you lost the art of sleeping. With you it’s the middle of the night… sleeping on a plane has never been an art I’ve mastered. Bye.’




  ‘Well, that was Sir James Babbington, your PM: he thinks I should run the risk of a one-to-one with a certain lady!’




  Sarah beamed.
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  Chapter Three




  All at once, it seemed, the President’s guests were gone, and the jollity of the evening, suddenly absent, made the silence almost physical. This was the difficult time when the absence of his wife bit deep. Tonight, though, it was different. He even felt a sense of guilt, but the truth was simple. Fair-haired and graceful, Sarah Crawford was delightful, and what a voice, so rich, and yet so unpretentious. Crawford was her maiden name. She had been married but it was said of her husband that he grew much more attached to alcohol than to her. There lay a tragedy. As his friend the Brit PM had said, ‘She was the best of the best.’ Joan wouldn’t mind, he thought, thinking of his past wife. She would understand, but the tug of loyalty was strong.




  It had been a remarkable day. He had been foolish wandering off like that, yet, if the truth were known, he wouldn’t change a dot or comma. And that strange sense of watching: and it was still there watching, like a presence. Of course, ‘that man’s got real presence’. It was common parlance. Some people even told him that he had it: but taking that too seriously was the freeway to pomposity.




  It was much too soon to go to bed, so he pressed the remote, hoping for the latest news, or spin, which was more like it. Well, if he were a journalist he would be doing just the same. All that airtime to cover, for the viewing public would not tolerate an empty screen. The same went for newspapers, though they’d gone over the top with supplements.




  ‘There it is,’ he muttered. He’d given the White House staff a shock, the newsreader reported. He’d simply disappeared and later turned up on a park bench in the Mall. Reliable sources have hinted that the Secret Service wasn’t far away. ‘Pure invention,’ Duncan mouthed. A good line, though, but the idea of hiding behind a lie was abhorrent. Anyway, if he used such an excuse the White House would know of his deception and that simply wasn’t on.




  He pressed the remote and the screen went black. Then stretching to the side table he scanned the schedule for the following day. There were the usual meetings with Joss and the Press Secretary, Billy Benson. The AWOL President could make that lively! It was tedious, but he’d probably have to intervene at the press briefing. One thing was certain: there would be no grovelling apologies. Fear of terrorism was closing our open society. Vigilance was the duty and the need, not debilitating fear. What else? Oh yes, a report from the Satellite Defence Shield Committee. That was the trouble with technology: the more sophisticated it became, the more advanced became the methods of destruction.




  As usual, it was a busy day. But it was the report of the energy think tank that was his priority. A new fuel for the future was the crying need but nature was hiding her secrets well. He sat back in his easy chair. The whole frantic scramble that seemed to typify the nation’s life appeared pointless. It was as though everyone was running down the same corridor, forgetting there was ample space on either side. Few thought to stand and stare. This morning’s venture in the Mall had made this obvious. He had felt tantalizingly close to something when he sat before the Memorial and now that feeling had returned. Nature had laws, and man desires and needs. The harmony of the two was practical and the obvious course of reason. Science by necessity had discovered such harmonies, but our social skills lagged well behind, for, by the inequity and poverty that abounded, this was clear to see. Somehow we were pushing the rolling stone uphill!




  He yawned; suddenly it felt as if his fuel tanks had drained. Duncan, time for bed.
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  Sarah Crawford couldn’t sleep. Dinner at the White House had been much too stimulating. The President was fascinating and not a man to pigeonhole. Physically he was handsome, with well-chiselled features and also he was moderately tall. He had to be tough, for the Presidential race was not for wimps, yet he didn’t give the sense of being coarsened by the battle. He was his own man. That was obvious enough, but he was not inflexible. She liked him, indeed, she felt attracted, though she didn’t stoke the fire. She was mature enough to know how foolish that could be. Anyway, the one-to-one was in the bag and that was quite a coup.




  Much too wide-awake, she wondered how he’d handle questions on his disappearance at the morning press conference. Almost certainly he would have to appear. Seemingly, he didn’t seem concerned. She was entitled to attend the press briefings, but decided that a discreet absence was her better part. Someone might have heard of her White House invitation and related questions surfacing at the briefing could be most embarrassing. At least that was how she felt.




  Although she was elated by the promise of a one-to-one, her media life no longer satisfied. In many ways she-had-been-there-and-done-it-all and that perhaps was what the Beeb had sensed. She didn’t hate her job, far from it, for she met most interesting people. Yet more and more she felt the need for change. Maybe she would write. Her name would help to sell a book or two, at least get the process going. But all her publisher friends had cautionary words. The book world wasn’t easy.




  At last she felt a drowsiness descend. Yes, it had been a wonderful evening.
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  Joss Johnson and his wife had noted the obvious rapport between their friend the President and Sarah Crawford. Sarah, of course, was English. She was most attractive. However, any liaison in an election year was fraught with danger and being English, what’s-wrong-with-our-American-gals could grow to be a factor. The whole thing made Joss uneasy. Of course, in normal circumstances, such a match would be a blessing, but the Presidential election wasn’t normal. Again, with Sarah in the frame, there would be two lives now to trawl for hidden skeletons. John Duncan was a good man, and a second term should not be sacrificed.
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  Chapter Four




  As Sarah had rightly guessed, the Press Corps sensed a story, and Billy Benson found the arrow questions raining like a medieval siege. The President, who had been listening out of vision, knew he had to intervene.




  ‘Good morning, Mr President,’ was the chorus greeting. ‘You’ve been giving Billy here a lot of stick. Let’s have it straight!’




  ‘What happened yesterday, Mr President? Why did you disappear?’




  ‘Joe, I wish I knew the trick!’




  ‘You disappoint me ,Sir, for I did expect a puff of smoke!’ Duncan laughed. Joe Burns from the Washington Post was quick and always likeable.




  ‘Sometimes, Joe, I wouldn’t mind a smokescreen. But hey, I haven’t given you an answer and you deserve one; in fact, you all do. It’s simple, and I make no apologies at all. I went for a walk and, contrary to the news report, the Secret Service wasn’t in attendance.’




  There was a sudden storm of interjections and Sarah Crawford, who was watching at home, realized that John Duncan was going to tell it as it was: a high-risk policy with that mob doing their best to savage you.




  ‘OK, guys, I hear you and I can tell you that I didn’t rob a bank or take the GOP frontrunner hostage. I just went for a walk, OK! Yesterday morning I woke up feeling down in the dumps. Then I saw this down-in-the-dumps fella was doing a little wallowing. I guess we all recognize the picture. Well, I gave this tedious guy the slip and the world lit up. It was a lovely morning, as you may remember, and resplendent with the colours of the fall, so I wandered out into the rose garden. Henry the gardener was busy but he didn’t see me and I didn’t interrupt. Normally I chirp a greeting, but this time I saw his care and dedication and it alerted me sufficiently to remember the words of Emerson, about the human family being bathed in an element of love. I recommend his essay on friendship.’




  Sarah was amazed, for the press corps was completely silent.




  ‘I didn’t decide to go outside. I simply found myself outside and I hired a taxi. I must say I pulled the baseball cap I had, well down. I was only in the taxi a minute before I realized I had no money, cards or any means of payment. So I stopped the driver and apologized.




  ‘“It’s OK, man, I’ve done the same myself. Where do you wanna go? It’s on me.” So there you are, another touch of Emerson. I took his number, so he’ll get a surprise present.’




  ‘This mode continued. One elderly man recognized me, I think, but he just said, “Good morning, Sir,” and discreetly went his way. Then Joss Johnson arrived. At first I couldn’t understand why he was so agitated, but I quickly got the message. Ladies and gentlemen of the press, this was the first time in three years that I had truly met the people, without the usual Presidential trappings. It was stimulating and very heartening. I only saw one dark soul nursing his resentment. All the rest responded openly. It was an inspiring morning and one I wouldn’t be without. Again I make no apology. We are an open society, and the threat of terrorism induces fear. Vigilance is vital, as are sensible precautions, but fear weakens and debilitates. Thank you, folks, that’s it this morning!’




  A stunned silence held until the President left and then the buzz of conversation rose in volume. Billy Benson took his place and the briefing session continued.




  Sarah was thoughtful as she sat back in her easy chair. He had won the battle but the skirmishes would continue. The opposition element was bound to milk it. Indeed, her journalistic instincts told her it was borderline, with cynics competing with their withering headlines. Yet there was something almost noble in the honesty of his answer and the reference to Emerson was bound to have a positive effect. Americans might even dust their volumes of the great New Englander and read them.
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  All was going well for Senator Sam Whitehead, the Republican front-runner. Indeed, his position, according to the polls, was unassailable and the confidence of his campaign manager, Ed Vince, reflected this. The two men were very different. Whitehead was cool and deliberate, not a fool by any means, yet sometimes slow to seize his opportunities. Vince was the opposite. Hard-headed and impulsive, he rarely failed to spot an opening that could weaken an opponent. In fact, he was a master of negative campaigning. Too many policy statements meant too many commitments and they were best avoided.




  ‘Senator, it’s time we attacked Duncan. I’ve been saying it for weeks but you’ve been playing Mr Nice Guy. But now we have an opportunity. Dammit, we can’t miss it, Sam. The guy’s the President of Fairyland.’




  ‘Ed, I saw the press briefing and I agreed with Duncan. I thought he was impressive.’




  ‘Jeez, Senator, that’s not the point. Duncan’s laid himself open. He deserves a salvo!’




  ‘Maybe, but it’s a dirty business.’




  ‘So you won’t attack?’




  ‘Not on this issue.’




  ‘Well, there’s always the press.’




  Whitehead said nothing, but he wasn’t pleased.
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  ‘President of Fairyland’ was the headline in a Chicago morning edition. ‘Dreamy Duncan Deserts Post’ was another, this time from the South. The supporting reports were both vindictive in their passion. ‘The Walkabout President,’ was the milder headline from a New York paper. Few were positive, but those who were, plainly understood the President’s message. Joe Burns, for one, wrote a clearly supportive article.




  Joss hoped the whole thing would simply fade away, but that he knew was wishful thinking. The President, though, was still bullish. To him the passion of the opposition was a proof his words had found their target.




  Johnson had almost finished scanning the papers when he saw the headline on the inside pages. ‘Ace BBC correspondent, Sarah Crawford, dines with the President.’




  ‘Jeez,’ Joss exhaled. ‘How do they do it?’
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  Chapter Five




  Although the AWOL incident soon receded from front page of the newspapers, it was still prominent in the President’s mind. The lit-up state that he’d briefly experienced had disturbed complacency. He wanted to know more and, of course, he wanted the experience to repeat, but he knew enough to know such things were not commanded. The desire to share his private thoughts and questions was strong but somehow there was no one he could turn to. Since he’d lost his wife he had no close family and his lifelong friend, Joss Johnson, was much too focused on the politics of the day. The Presidency was a solitary role, and unguarded asides were a luxury he didn’t have. Casual remarks too easily ended up in people’s published diaries.




  The Presidency demanded wakefulness, and a supreme wakefulness was what he had experienced on his ‘disappearance’. Here, if they arose, unguarded comments didn’t find expression. The lit-up state made sure of that.




  Some of the brightest minds worked in the White House. Many of them, he felt sure, would have understood his questions. But he felt constrained. He was the chief, the President. It was his role, the part that he was duty-bound to play.




  It was Harry, the driver of the limo, who first broke the spell of his isolation. Harry was an ex-Marine Sergeant, a big man and usually brief in conversation. Normally there was little opportunity to talk, especially with the Secret Service man present, but on this occasion they were standing by the car together prior to setting off.




  ‘I liked what you said at the Press briefing the other day, Mr President.’




  ‘Thank you, Harry.’




  ‘I had a similar experience once myself.’




  ‘Your army days?’




  ‘Yes, Sir. I had almost finished my tour when it happened and when I got home, I went straight to the library and tried to find out what had really happened.’




  ‘Did you?’




  ‘No, but the librarian put me on to someone who was attending a discussion group.’




  ‘And you went along?’




  ‘Yes, Sir, and I’ve been turning up ever since.’




  ‘Clearly you have found it helpful. What have you discovered?’




  ‘That I’m mostly asleep, Sir, but we have an exercise where we sit and let the mental buzz subside. In fact, we get real still at times.’




  ‘Ah, here are the Secret Service boys – we’re off again. Harry, thanks for that. Maybe we can have a sandwich together some lunchtime.’
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