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For Caitlin




 


The exercise took place in the early 1960s . . . and involved launching fictional UFO sighting reports from many different areas. The project was headed by Desmond Fitzgerald of the CIA’s Special Affairs Staff (who made a name for himself by inventing harebrained schemes for assassinating Fidel Castro). The UFO exercise was “just to keep the Chinese off-balance and make them think we were doing things we weren’t. . . . The project got the desired results, as I remember, except that it somehow got picked up by a lot of religious nuts in Iowa and Nebraska or somewhere who took it seriously enough to add an extra chapter to their version of the New Testament.”



—Former CIA officer Miles Copeland,
quoted in Above Top Secret: The Worldwide UFO Cover-Up


[President Clinton] said, “Hubb, there are two things I want you to find out for me: One, who killed JFK? And two, are there UFOs?”


I actually did go to NORAD (North American Aerospace Defense Command) when I was in Colorado Springs and asked them about UFOs. Of course, they denied it.


—Former Associate Attorney General Webster Hubbell,
in USA Today
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ONE


“Ten seconds.”


John O. Banion stared unblinkingly into the TV camera’s cyclops eye, keeping his famous cool under the baking glare of the Videssence lights. It pleased him that he was more at ease than the person seated opposite him, who as it happened was the most powerful man in the world.


“Five seconds.” The technician counted down with an outstretched hand. With his huge headset, he could have been a crewman on an aircraft carrier signaling for the launch of an F-14.


“Three, two . . .”


The theme music was cued, a variation on a Handel trumpet voluntary with echoes of Aaron Copland. The TV critic for The Washington Post had called it “Fanfare for the Self-Important Man.” Still, nothing like a few bars of brass to get the Establishment’s hemoglobin pumping on Sunday mornings as it sipped its third cup of coffee and scanned the newspapers for mentions of itself.


“Sunday . . .”


A satisfying opener, implying, as it did ownership of the entire day, and the Sabbath at that. The announcer’s voice was familiar. It had taken four meetings between Banion, his producers, and the sponsor, Ample Ampere, to settle on it. Ample Ampere had wanted James Earl Jones, but Banion said that he couldn’t hear the voice of James Earl Jones without thinking of Darth Vader, hardly an appropriate tone setter for such a high-level show as his. Ampere countered with Walter Cronkite. No, no, said Banion, Cronkite, the beloved former TV anchorman, was too avuncular, too upbeat. The voice must have such gravity as to suggest that if you missed the program, you were not a serious person. Only one would do—George C. Scott, the voice of General Patton.


“. . . an exploration of tomorrow’s issues, with today’s leaders. And now . . .”—Banion had dictated the slight pause in the manner of Edward R. Murrow’s wartime “This . . . is London” broadcasts—“your host . . . John Oliver Banion.” The Post critic had written: “Drumroll, enter praetorians, household cavalry, concubines, elephants, rhinos, captured slaves, eunuchs, and other assorted worshipers.”


Banion looked owlishly into the lens through his collegiate tortoiseshell eyeglasses. He seemed perpetually on the verge of smiling, without ever giving in to the impulse. He was in his late forties, but could have been any age. He had looked this way since his second year at Princeton. He had a round face that was handsome in a bookish sort of way. His graying blond hair was unstylishly cut, on purpose. He disdained salon haircuts as marks of unseriousness.


“Good morning,” Banion said to the camera. “Our guest today is the president of the United States. Thank you for being with us this morning.”


“My pleasure,” lied the president. He had loathed John O. Banion ever since Banion had corrected him on a point of history at a White House dinner, in front of the French president. He would much—much—rather have stayed at Camp David, the presidential retreat in the Catoctin Mountain Park outside Washington, on this Sunday morning. He chafed at being told by his press secretary that Banion insisted on a live interview in the studio. What was the point of being the most powerful man on earth if you had to grovel before these assholes, just because they had their own TV—


“Sir, it’s the top-rated weekend show. And it looks like he’s going to be moderating the debates this fall.”


“All right, but you tell him, no commercials. I won’t sit there twiddling my thumbs while they break for commercials every five minutes. It’s unpresidential.”


“Mr. President,” Banion said, “I want to ask you why, in light of your administration’s below-par performance in a number of areas, you haven’t fired at least two-thirds of your cabinet, but first . . .”


It was a trademark Banion opener: establish the guest’s inadequacy, then move along to the even more pressing issue. The president maintained glacial equanimity. For this he had gotten up early on Sunday and helicoptered all the way back to Washington. The press secretary would suffer.


“. . . let me ask you about something else. We have a report that NASA, the space agency, is planning to advance the launch date of the final stage of the space station Celeste to right before the presidential election this fall. Would you call that a triumph of American aerospace engineering, or of politics? You can take credit for both, if you’d like.”


The president smiled, suppressing his desire to pick up the water pitcher and smash it against the forehead of this supercilious twerp. But inside his brain alarms were sounding like those on a depth-charged submarine. How did Banion know about the launch date? They’d gone to pains to put in so many buffers between the White House and NASA on this exquisitely delicate matter that no one would be able to trace the decision to the Oval Office.


“John,” he began, in his slow, overly patient tone of voice that suggested he wasn’t sure English was your first language, “the credit for Celeste’s dazzling success has to go, first and foremost, to hundreds and thousands of men and women who have worked their hearts out on this project from the very beginning . . .”


Banion looked over his glasses in the manner of a disappointed schoolteacher and jotted notes on his clipboard. He did this not because any of the drivel disgorging like foam from the presidential mouth warranted recording but because it made his interviewees nervous.


“. . . to make sure that America will not only be number one here on earth but number one out . . . there.”


“Before we return to whether the timing of the launch was politically manipulated,” said Banion, “let’s talk for a moment about the wisdom of spending so many billions of dollars on a space station. So far all it seems to have accomplished is to provide a platform for studying the effects of weightlessness on copulating fruit flies.”


“That’s—”


“Three and a half years ago, only days after a disastrous and, if I may, ill-advised military operation in North Korea, you gave a speech at an aerospace plant in the Mojave Desert in California in which you called for completing an orbital space station. You called this ‘an urgent national priority.’ Some cynical voices at the time suggested that, like President Kennedy, who announced the man-on-the-moon initiative right after the Bay of Pigs fiasco, you were trying to get people’s minds off the Korean debacle. But leave that aside for a moment—”


“Let me—”


“If I may? And leave aside the fact that Celeste’s biggest contractors are in California and Texas, two states you almost lost four years ago and which you desperately need to win this time. Let me ask you, after four years of cost overruns that would have made the emperor Caligula blush crimson, what does the nation have to show for this celestial boondoggle, aside from three-point-four-million-dollar zero-gravity coffeemakers and one-point-eight-million-dollar toilets?”


“With all due respect, I’m sure there were some people in the court of King Ferdinand and Isabella who objected to the cost of the facilities on Columbus’s boats.”


“I don’t recall that there were facilities on the Niña, Pinta, and Santa María.”


“My point is that you can’t really put a price on the future.”


“With all due respect, whenever a politician says you can’t put a price on something, you can be sure it’s going to be a whopper. The fact is that you can put a price on anything. In this case, it’s twenty-one billion dollars and counting, as they say at Cape Canaveral. This is a huge sum of money. What’s more, it’s being said that your reelection committee should report this as a campaign donation by the American people.”


“Fine,” said the president, “but let me tell you what I hear when I travel around this country in support of Celeste. I hear people saying, ‘This is excellent. This is something we can all be proud of.’”


“Fine. So what are the American people getting for their billions?”


The president pressed play and, straining against the weariness of reciting it all for the two hundredth time, began to tick off the bountiful spin-offs that Celeste would bring to earth: glorious advances in—you name it—machinery lubricants, long-distance telephone networks, sewage treatment, robotic wheelchairs, insulin pumps, pacemakers, research on cures for osteoporosis, diabetes, uh, radiation-blocking sunglasses, energy-conserving airconditioning . . . too numerous to mention, really.


Banion listened to this life-enhancing litany with the chin-quivering air of a man at pains to stifle a yawn. Sensing that he had better come up with something more millennial than Celeste’s contribution to the field of ultrasound scanning, the president gave a gripping description of what the AOR—atmospheric ozone replenishment—module, part of the launch package, would accomplish once it became operational, namely squirting ozone back into the atmosphere to cover the O-Hole, which now stretched from the Falklands to Madagascar, wreaking havoc on plankton and emperor penguins alike.


Still Banion looked faint from boredom. The president dragged out the LAWSI module, the ultimate—if slippery—argument for Celeste’s relevance. If in doubt, refer to the large asteroid warning system indicator, which theoretically could detect whether some astral death star this way was heading. The top people at NASA and the Pentagon had been cautioning him from becoming too evangelical on this particular aspect of Celeste. It was tricky business, getting the citizenry in a lather over the prospect of death-by-gigantic-meteor, especially this close to the millennium, when every fruitcake in the pantry was screaming Apocalypse.


“But what,” Banion said, “are we supposed to do if we find out that there is an asteroid coming our way?”


“Well, in the unlikely event . . . we’d want some sort of warning.”


“I wouldn’t. If the world’s about to end, I don’t want any warning.”


“No one is saying the world is going to end,” said the president, trying to smile. “This is about beginnings, not endings.”


When he began to extol the racial and cultural diversity of the astronauts being launched, Banion interrupted him.


“We’ll be right back with the president, after this.”


The studio filled with the sound of Ample Ampere’s theme music. The commercial showed a basset hound sitting staring hopefully through the glass door of an oven, inside which a juicy roast was baking. The president gestured to his press secretary to approach with his miserable, inadequate excuse as to why he, Leader of the New Millennium, was being made to endure a homey commercial message about the joys of electricity.


A makeup woman, modern-day medic of the TV battlefield, sprang forward to touch up glistening foreheads.


Banion, overhearing a snatch of perturbed presidential conversation, leaned forward and said, “I asked them myself if we could bank the commercials at the beginning and end, but”—he smiled dryly—“it seems I am as helpless as you, sir, in the face of the exigencies of Mammon.”


BANION’S WIFE, BITSEY, REACHED HIM IN THE CAR ON his way to brunch at Val Dalhousie’s in Georgetown. The interview had made her nervous. After all, the president was coming for dinner, next week.


“He’s going to cancel now.”


“No he won’t.”


“They’ll make it sound like a last-minute thing. I’ve spent the whole week with the Secret Service.”


“Bitsey, he’s only a president.” She would understand. She was fourth-generation Washington, a cave dweller.


Banion hummed along Rock Creek Drive, fairly throbbing with contentment over the entrance he would make at Val’s. The car, made in England, had a burled walnut dashboard that shone like an expensive humidor. He could actually make out his reflection in it, and he liked that. He’d paid for the car with two speeches—one of them on how to revitalize the U.S. auto industry—and he hadn’t even had to leave town for them. More and more, he hated to leave town. Everything he needed was here.


It was a bright, clear June day. He felt devil-may-care. He had just stuck it to the president of the United States in front of all the people who would be at Val Dalhousie’s brunch: senators, Supreme Court justices, editorial-page pontiffs, bureau chiefs, an ambassador or two for seasoning, perhaps the papal nuncio, or at least a tony bishop. They added such nice color in their robes. It gave him a little thrum of pleasure that Bitsey was anxious. Dear thing—didn’t she understand that presidents came and went?




TWO


“You were great,” the press secretary said to the president as soon as they were inside the vibrating cocoon of Marine One, the presidential helicopter, en route from the Sunday studio to Burning Bush Country Club in suburban Maryland for eighteen holes with Prince Blandar. The chief of staff pretended to be preoccupied with his PRESIDENTIAL ACTION folder. “Your line,” the press secretary tried again, “about how this is about beginnings, not endings. A home run.”


The president, changing into his golf togs, tossed his suit jacket at his Filipino steward.


“I go to his studio on a Sunday morning, because John Oliver Banion does not do remote interviews, and I get half an hour of abuse interrupted by three commercials showing toasters that talk to you and people smiling—smiling—as they’re being fed into MRI machines. I’ve had an MRI, and you do not smile while you are having it, let me tell you. It’s like being stuffed into a torpedo tube while waiting to hear whether you have cancer. You’re not smiling. You’re pissing down your legs. Why don’t Ample Ampere’s commercials show people being electrocuted in their new electric chair? That’s it. No more Sunday with John O. Banion.” He flung his pants at the steward. “I don’t care what his ratings are. ‘Exigencies of Mammon.’ Prick!”


The chief of staff’s rule was never to interfere while the president was shredding the self-esteem of another member of the staff, but it was his job to save the president from himself. He looked up from the secretary of transportation’s urgent memo about a bridge over the Mississippi that was about to collapse, halting all commerce on the river.


“Is Banion moderating the debates?”


The press secretary gratefully picked up the cue. “I talked to Jed Holcomb at the League of Gay Voters, and he says it’s a done deal. This is their first time hosting the debates, and they’re going out of their way to have as straight a moderator as there is. Banion’s nothing if not straight.”


“How did the League of Gay Voters get to sponsor the debates?” the president asked. “For Christ’s sake. Where does it end?”


“It was their turn.”


“We have no say in the moderator?”


“Theoretically. But if we veto him, it’ll get out and we’ll have elevated him into the Man the President Is Afraid Of.”


“Afraid, my ass. While he was playing squash at Harvard—”


“Princeton.”


“—my unit was taking thirty percent casualties in the A Shau Valley. I am not ‘afraid’ of some pipe-sucking, bow-tied talk-show host whose idea of hell is finding grit in his Wellfleet oysters.”


Marine One was circling Burning Bush, preparing to land. The president was lacing his spikes.


The chief of staff said, “Of course we’re not scared of him. But why give him a career boost by vetoing him in the debates?”


The president looked out his window at the small army waiting to receive him. “Aren’t Laura and I supposed to go to his house for dinner next week in honor of someone?”


“The British ambassador.”


“Schedule something for right before the dinner. Something that might run late. Really late. CIA briefing on the Russian situation.”


“Okay,” said the chief of staff. “But wouldn’t it be cooler to smother the bastard in honey? What’s the point of pissing him off?”


“When did these people get so goddamned important that the president of the United States has to suck up to them? Someone tell me.”


They were saved from having to answer by Marine One’s landing.


“All right, but you let him know: I’m not doing his show again. You tell him.”


The press secretary nodded.


The president stepped out onto manicured grass and was immediately engulfed by entourage.


A staff car was waiting to take the staff to the White House. The press secretary lay back against the seat with his tie loosened and the thousand-yard stare of a freshly reamed presidential aide.


“What are you going tell Banion?” the chief of staff asked.


“‘Great show, Jack. The president really enjoyed himself. He wants to do it again. Soon.’”


The chief of staff nodded and went back to his IMMEDIATE ACTION folder.


The president sliced off the first tee into a stand of sycamores, narrowly missing the skull of a congressman. The ball made a loud thok before disappearing into poison ivy. Prince Blandar, desirous of the president’s support with respect to congressional approval for the purchase of fifty shiny new F-20 jet fighters for his desert kingdom, urged him to take a mulligan.


VAL DALHOUSIE, PLUMP, TWO FACE-LIFTS INTO HER sixties, voluptuous and billowy in a Galanos caftan, thousands of dollars of diamond-studded gold panthers chasing each other around her wrists, beckoned the latearriving Banion into her Matisse-intensive parlor.


“I’m not sure any of us dares be seen with you.” She gave him a peck on each cheek in the European manner. She whispered, “If I had known you were going to be so feral with him, I wouldn’t have invited so many of his cabinet.”


Val had been a stage actress years ago. Before that, it was said that she had been in a different line of entertainment. She had married up the food chain, eventually reaching the rung occupied by Jamieson Vanbrugh Dalhousie, adviser to presidents, heir to an immense steel fortune, and twice her age. Jamieson had died ten years ago, leaving her a half dozen houses, a number of alarmed heirs by his first wives, a tidy collection of Impressionists, and $500 million in walking-around money.


Jamieson was a humorless old grouper with bad breath and hairy ears whom official Washington revered for reasons no one, if pressed, could really explain. He had advised President Roosevelt that Joseph Stalin was really, deep down, a decent sort. Another president had wittily put him in charge of the Vietnam peace negotiations, resulting in years of negotiations about the shape of the negotiating table and a peace that quickly went to pieces.


Before Val entered his life, his houses in Georgetown and Virginia were temples of parsimony and gloom. Guests entering his dining room mumbled to themselves, “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.” The wine could have been mistaken for cough syrup; only the most determined alcoholic could swallow it without wincing. Over this grim mahogany domain, Jamieson Vanbrugh Dalhousie ruled, treating his guests to endless monologues on such riveting topics as Russia’s projected uranium needs in the next century and Konrad Adenauer’s struggle against fluctuations in the deutsche mark during the postwar era. Jamieson’s untimely death at the age of eighty-eight, after stepping on a garden rake, was treated by the Establishment as the end of an era and the passing of a national treasure. In his eulogy at the National Cathedral, the president said how much he would miss his wise, dependable counsel.


Val, by contrast, loved to spend money—by the fistful, by the armful. She practically used it to mulch her Georgetown garden. She sent helicopters to fetch her guests for weekends at Middleburg, in Virginia. She hired Pavarotti to sing for them, fed them caviar and quail eggs, flew in foie gras and truffles from France. She spent money on presidential contenders the way others bet on horses at the track. One of them was bound to win, after all. One of her horses eventually came in, and with it an ambassadorial appointment to the Court of St. James’s. You could hear Jamieson moaning at the expense in his grave. Thirty million? You could have gotten Italy for half the price.


Val took Banion by the arm and led him into the parlor, bursting with peonies and reeking sweetly of perfumed candles. Banion scanned the room for his wife. It was a fairly typical Val Sunday brunch: two cabinet secretaries; several more former cabinet secretaries; one declared presidential candidate, one undeclared; a movie star (in town to testify before Congress against a stylish disease); Tyler Pinch, curator of the Fripps Gallery—ah, there was Bitsey, with him—a quorum of senators; the Speaker of the House, majority whip; the managing and foreign editors of the Post; ah yes—Banion was pleased to see these two: Tony Flemm and Brent Boreman, hosts of the other Washington weekend shows; a brace of Op-Ed pundits, one readable, the other un-; a husband and wife biographer team, a Nick and Nora pair, rather exotic; a former presidential mistress (several administrations ago) now heavily involved in the symphony; looming above them all, suave, immense, baritone-voiced Burton Galilee, lawyer, lobbyist, friend of presidents, who had turned down a Supreme Court appointment rather than give up, as he had actually put it to Banion, a confidant, “God’s greatest gift to mankind—pussy.” Who else? The State Department’s new chief of protocol, what was her name, Mandy Something; the French ambassador, the Brazilian ambassador, the Canadian ambassador, the Indonesian ambassador, who was gamely trying to explain to the other diplomats his government’s recent decision to “pacify” another ten thousand East Timorians; that architect and his wife Banion couldn’t stand because she had announced to him that she never watched television.


A butler appeared with a tray bearing Bloody Marys, champagne, white wine, sparkling water with limes. Banion chose a sparkling water and took up his position, waiting for the homages to begin. He waved away the watercress sandwiches; too awkward, receiving compliments with a mouth full of verdure.


Bitsey reached him first, trailing Tyler Pinch. She was smartly turned out in a double-breasted suit, pearl necklace, gold earrings. Bitsey was petite, angular, pretty, in a slightly toothy sort of way, with large eyes conveying a permanently startled look. She had southern roots, as many Washington cave dwellers do. Her father could bore a man to death at a hundred yards tracing the family tree back to the Precambrian era.


Banion and Bitsey had met twenty years back when they were both summer interns on Capitol Hill taking part in an Excellence in Futurity program in which America’s young leaders were brought to Washington to stuff the envelopes of the power elite. Banion, shy and bookish, had never been very successful with women, but he was attracted to her. At a time when women took pains to look their worst so that men would take them seriously, Bitsey always looked her best, arriving each morning fresh, in pumps, stockings, and smartly pleated skirts, smelling of a perfume (White Shoulders) that Banion found intoxicating. He finally worked up the nerve to ask her out. To his amazement, she accepted.


That night, after the symphony at the Kennedy Center, they sat on the marble steps by Memorial Bridge and he told her in excited tones, in the moonlight, about his senior thesis on France’s decision to withdraw from military participation in NATO in 1966. She was enthralled. From Oxford, where he was avoiding his own military participation in the Vietnam War, he wrote passionate letters to her about the emerging Common Market. They were married at Christ Church in Georgetown. It was a by-the-Establishment-book affair. The secretary of state, an old family friend of Bitsey’s parents, attended. The reception was at the Chevy Chase Club. The honeymoon, in Bermuda. Jobs awaited them on their return. Bitsey in the marketing and sales office of the Hay-Adams Hotel. Banion as staff aide to Senator Germanicus P. Delph of North Carolina—fortuitously, as it turned out, just as the Delph hearings on the CIA’s unsuccessful attempts to assassinate the Canadian prime minister were getting under way. It was the beginning of Banion’s unlikely career as a television “personality.” But then in Washington, most careers are unlikely, one way or another.


Senator Delph held his position strictly by virtue of seniority on the Senate Committee on Governmental Eliminations. He was not, as one pundit at the time put it, a charter member of Mensa. The newspapers usually described him as a man of “limited intellectual interests.” Banion, bright young man that he was, made himself indispensable to the senator, and as the hearings unfolded during that long, hot summer, he became familiar to the millions of Americans watching on TV as the handsome young staff aide whispering almost nonstop into Senator Delph’s ear. The Washington Post wrote that he “appeared not only to have the senator’s ear, but to live in it.”


Banion’s authorship of the resulting committee report did much to enhance his new luster. It struck a well-balanced tone between righteous indignation and cautious reform, between those who thought that the United States had no business trying to poison Canadian prime ministers and those who, while disapproving of this particular instance, felt that the United States ought to reserve the right to dispatch troublesome Canadian PMs in the future, should circumstances warrant. The quality of the prose was unusually high for a congressional report, down to elegant literary quotes from Cato the Elder, Paul Valéry, and, with a touch of intellectual sauciness, Mao Zedong. The New York Times bestowed upon him the laurel of “young man to watch.” Other senators tried to poach him away from Senator Delph for their own staff.


Banion began to appear as a frequent guest on Washington Weekend, one of the more thoughtful, if intolerably dull, weekend television shows. He enjoyed the sensation of being stared at on the street by people who had seen him on television, the little ah of recognition by a maître d’ when he arrived at the restaurant. Peg Bainbridge, the Post’s editorial-page editor, invited him to contribute an article to her Op-Ed page. She liked what she saw and asked for more. He resigned from Senator Delph’s staff—or, as he put it a bit pompously, let it be known that he was “allowing himself to be lured back into the private sector”—and set up shop as a print-and-pixel pundit, with a syndicated column in the Post and a regular slot on Washington Weekend.


He stood out on Washington Weekend, though, to be frank, anyone with a pulse would have, considering the other regulars: a gassy, perpetually indignant columnist who had once been ambassador to Lesotho; a woman who had been covering Washington for one of the wire services since the Truman administration, and whose favorite phrase was “on the other hand”; a woman TV reporter who was having an affair with an ancient Supreme Court justice; and an obese, lisping think tanker who had published a book passionately arguing that Shakespeare’s plays had been written by Queen Elizabeth. When Roger Panter, the Australian press baron, bought the television station that owned Weekend, Banion made his move. He wrote him a memo proposing certain changes, beginning with making him the show’s host. Panter promptly sacked the other regulars and gave the show to Banion with orders to “juice it up” and a budget to do just that.


Banion changed the format to a live, Sunday-morning one-on-one interview, introduced with a crisp taped investigative piece, and concluding with a one-minute parting thought by Banion. It certainly beat watching a bunch of self-important talking heads sucking their thumbs and regurgitating thoughts stolen from that morning’s papers, all in order to drive up their already inflated lecture fees. In a medium glutted with sound bites, people were happy to come on and have twenty minutes of national TV exposure all to themselves, even if Banion sometimes extracted an admission price by flaying them alive, on air.


His audience built steadily. His first big ratings coup came when former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara went on the show to reveal that he had been addicted to mind-altering hair-restorative drugs the whole time he was escalating the war in Vietnam. Suddenly Sunday became the show to be on.


Ample Ampere, the giant electric company, signed on as sole sponsor. Banion signed a lucrative multiyear contract. The salary was nice, but the real money came from lecture fees, astronomical, bordering on intergalactic. It was amazing how much corporations were willing to pay to hear in person the same stuff they could get on TV, but such is the nature of celebrity. The historian Daniel Boorstin defined it as “being known for being known.” He might have added, “being paid for being known.” Banion’s youthful visage was now a fixture in the media firmament. Amazonian villagers with satellite TV would recognize his face if it went floating up their tributary. Maître d’s now saved tables for him on the chance that he might show up. His caricature was duly painted on the walls of the Frond restaurant, where bigfeet dined on briefcase-sized steaks and four-pound lobsters (despite the fact that younger, smaller lobsters have more tender flesh). He had to allow extra time in airports for signing autographs on his way to the gate. That is, in the event he was even traveling by commercial airline. His lecture agent, Sid Mint, now hinted strongly to his clients that their chances of getting John O. Banion to speak at their special event would be greatly improved by sending the corporate jet to fetch and return him.


And here he stood, in Val Dalhousie’s Rigaud-candle-scented parlor, preparing to have his posterior caressed by the very people who ran the country. Life was good. And it had all been so effortless.


Ah, here came Bitsey and Tyler. Tyler, curator of the Fripps Gallery, was looking natty today in a houndstooth blazer, dark blue shirt, French silk tie with little framed paintings—how appropriate—gold collar pin. He wore his hair slicked back at the sides in the manner of the athletically wealthy.


“Is that blood on your shoes?” Tyler grinned.


“He’ll survive,” said Banion airily.


“Can’t wait to see the seating plan at your dinner for him.”


“If he comes,” said Bitsey, looking even more alarmed than usual. “Val says they’ll cook up some last-minute crisis just to cancel.”


“This administration doesn’t have to cook up a crisis. They come naturally.”


“Here’s how to solve that,” said Tyler in a lowered voice. “I happen to know that Orestes Fitzgibbon is going to be in town that day.” Orestes Fitzgibbon, the Anglo-Greek financier, now a naturalized American citizen—owing to a tax problem—had recently purchased Immensa Corporation for $7 billion. He was known to be impulsively generous with his money—in part, it was said, because it infuriated his numerous ex-wives. “He’s presenting us with a third El Greco. Why don’t you invite him to your dinner? I doubt the president would be late if he knew Fitzgibbon was going to be at his table. He sat next to Senator Rockefeller two years ago and wrote him a campaign check for a million—on the spot.”


“Oh God, that would completely solve it,” said Bitsey. “Can we get him on this short notice?”


Tyler smiled.


“I’m not really his biggest admirer,” Banion said. “I’m glad he’s giving you all those El Grecos, but I sat next to him at an Erhardt Williger dinner, and frankly I found him kind of rough around the edges.”


“Oh, Jack,” said Bitsey, “don’t be such a stick.” Bitsey had been to so many dos at the British embassy that she had started to sound like a subject.


“I’m sowing marital discord,” said Tyler. “You two sort it out and let me know.”


“It’s decided,” said Bitsey.


Clare Boothe Luce had introduced them. Tyler was originally Australian. His father had made some vast, murky fortune selling the adductor muscles of giant clams—Tridacna gigas—to aging, impotent Formosans who thought they would help them get the old noodles to stiffen, then laundered that ill-gotten fortune in opals, oil, ranching, and vineyards. Young Tyler was sent off to English boarding school at an early age to be sodomized and otherwise inculcated into the British establishment. He’d gone on to Cambridge and then became a protégé to Sir Anthony Blunt, Surveyor of the Queen’s pictures at Buckingham Palace, Windsor, and Hampton Court, and, as it turned out, Soviet agent. It came as rather a shock that the man who had educated the monarch on the subtleties of Poussin had been whispering state secrets to the KGB’s London rezident. Tyler moved on and married the high-stepping, troubled daughter of Sir Reginald Pigg-Vigorish. Sir Reg was up for a life peerage just about the time their divorce was announced and, not eager for his daughter’s shall we say peculiar sexual antics to become tabloid fodder, settled a few spare Cézannes on his son-in-law to ensure his discretion. The divorce was settled quietly. Tyler sold the Cézannes to L’Orangerie museum in Paris for an undisclosed sum ($8.7 million) and left for America and the curatorship of the prestigious Fripps Gallery. His social luster was enhanced by the fact that he was close to the Prince of Wales. Banion was trying to enlist Tyler’s help in getting the prince on Sunday. What a coup that would be. Well, there was no point arguing with Bitsey over having that oversexed troll Fitzgibbon to dinner. It was, as Bitsey had made plain, decided. Had the two of them rehearsed this little dance?


But here was Tony Flemm, host of the second-rated Washington show, trying not to look jealous. “Jack. Nice show.”


“Do you think? I don’t know.”


That’s right, torture the poor bastard, make him explain, make him elaborate in front of everyone on just why he thought it was such a good show. But wait, here came Burton Galilee, beaming, shaking his head in mock horror at Banion’s ruffling of presidential eagle feathers. And here, just behind him, came the Speaker of the House of Representatives, and behind him, the French ambassador. A triumph. Banion filled his lungs with scented candle air and exhaled the soft, sweet vapors.


Val was clapping her hands. “Lunch, everyone, lunch!”




THREE


Monday mornings promptly at ten, Banion and his secretary, Renira, reviewed the previous week’s mail and the coming week’s schedule. She had read the mail to decide which of the approximately three to four hundred pieces warranted personal answers and had prepared an hour-by-hour summary of the week. Renira was British, and her voice could emasculate a phone caller by the final syllable of “Hello?” As a media figure, Banion believed it was his duty to have a listed telephone number. As a practical matter, he found this a colossal nuisance.


Last week’s mail contained the usual number of letters hailing Banion’s brilliance; the usual number denouncing him as an intellectual bully; the usual asking for amplification on a point; the usual asking him to read “the enclosed” manuscript with a view to helping get it published; the usual asking him to speak, gratis, at an upcoming function (these were forwarded to Sid Mint, Banion’s lecture agent, who would then inform them that Banion’s fee started at $25,000); the usual number beginning with “You won’t remember me, but . . .” (to which Renira would reply, “You are correct that Mr. Banion does not remember you”); the usual number of offers of commercial endorsement, generally for fountain pens, expensive leather briefcases, running shoes, luxurious writing paper, dictionaries, CD-ROMs, ocean liners, sports cars, and of course walking sticks, Banion’s trademark eccentricity—some said affectation. (His collection included a cane made from the amputated leg bone of a Civil War soldier; it had belonged to John Wilkes Booth; another made from a bull’s penis.) These received curt, offended form replies.


A clothing store chain had recently offered $100,000 if he would be photographed wearing a pair of $29 dungarees. This offer Banion had wistfully considered. Of course he couldn’t go hawking clothing—much less jeans. He never ventured outside his Georgetown house without a tie—but a hundred thousand smackeroos for an hour’s work was significantly better than minimum wage. He declined, coolly, with the form letter, but it left him in a foul mood all day, calculating what he could have bought with the money. Christie’s was holding a wine auction, and there were a few cases of ’71 Romanée-Conti that had caught his eye, but . . . no . . . mustn’t start doing that sort of thing. A number of Washington media bigfeet had started down that trail of late, hawking milk, credit cards. So undignified . . .


Finally there were the usual number of letters from prisoners, many with death-row return addresses, proclaiming their innocence and requesting Banion’s championship of their appeal. It is the dream of most journalists, and the stuff of Jimmy Stewart movies, to free an unjustly accused man from death row. This fantasy had never tantalized John O. Banion. No cream puff he, when it came to capital punishment. Indeed, he had attended a number of executions and written approvingly about them in his column—except in the unfortunate case when the man exploded in the electric chair. Dreadful business. He had written forcefully about the incident in his column, denouncing the competence of the prison, saying that any nation that could put a man on the moon ought to be able to devise a decent method of frying its felons. And now Ample Ampere, his own sponsor, had taken up the challenge and was about to unveil its new electric chair. Quiet, smokeless, efficient, energy-saving.


This Monday, Renira reported that it was a moderately busy week, schedule-wise. (“Shed-yule,” she pronounced it.) Breakfast Tuesday with Assistant Defense Secretary Coyne to discuss the Russian situation; lunch Wednesday with Kurt Kendall to hear him out—yet again—on why the Fed’s tight money policies were throttling the economy; breakfast Thursday with Elkan Bingmutter of the Pan-European Union, who was agitating to come on Sunday so that he could explain to the American people the urgency of including Albania in NATO; lunch speech Thursday to the American Association of Frozen Fish Producers. Renira reminded him that this might be a bit dicey, as Banion had written a column just last month taking Canada’s side in the recent halibut skirmish off Georges Bank, and the AAFFP was vehemently anti-Canadian. Banion shrugged. Dinner speech same day to the Congress of Jewish Chairmen of the Board of Extremely Successful Corporations. Might have to buff up his Middle East peace process speech for this one, in light of the fact that two weeks ago Israel had annexed Jordan, on the grounds that a scholar had interpreted a vowel in one of the Dead Sea Scrolls to mean that Jordan had once been part of Israel. Um. Tricky. Perhaps something along the lines that this, finally, represented real stability in the region. Or something like that. Friday morning he was moderating a panel discussion for the American Medical Association. Sid Mint had squeezed $35,000 out of them for this. What was the topic?


“Perspectives in Diminished Longevity,” Renira read off Mint’s briefing sheet. “Challenges and Opportunities.”


Renira’s assistant buzzed to say that Bill Stimple of Ample Ampere was on the line. Banion took the call.


“Jack!” Bill Stimple was the Ur–corporate relations man. Each greeting began with an exclamation mark. When the Grim Reaper came for Bill, he’d probably bray, “Death!” and ask how his golf game was coming.


Banion did not go in for the hearty salutation. The last time he had raised his voice was in college, when some football players threw him into a box hedge after he wrote an editorial for The Daily Princetonian denouncing sports as a “colossal waste of time and energy.”


“Hello, Bill.”


“Great show. Boy, you really held his toes to the fire.”


“Glad you liked it.”


“One of your best.” Bill laughed. “Don’t know how you’re going to get him back on, but great job. Really, really great.”


“I wouldn’t worry. If his numbers are any indication, we may have a new president in January.”


“Say, Jack, I spoke with Al Wiley after the show. By the way, he said to tell you how much he loved the show. Anyway, about Celeste. I don’t think I need to tell you how much we respect your integrity. In fact, we worship your integrity.”


Banion’s chair made a leathery squeak as he leaned back. He imagined Al Wiley, chairman of the board of Ample Ampere, down on his knees, with Bill Stimple, worshiping at the altar of Banion’s integrity.


“Ample’s not a big Celeste contractor, not if you compare it with, say, Groening or Aeromax. But we do have a pinkie in the pie, so to speak. And this launch is going to be, you know, a major event.”


“Bill—”


“Hear me out, then I’ll shut up. I’m not saying there haven’t been cost overruns—but Ample’s been on budget and on time. I’m not saying—look, Jack, between you, me, and the walls, I couldn’t tell you if this thing is worth twenty-one billion or twenty-one bucks. Not my department. What I do know is that this launch is going to be the biggest thing since Apollo 11, and Al is kind of wondering if we ought to be, I don’t know . . . pissing all over it.”


“I’m not ‘pissing’ on it, Bill. I’m asking certain basic questions, like is he using a massive amount of public money as a campaign donation, and are they manipulating the launch date to coincide with the election, and is this thing necessary?”


“Not my department. You’re the man. I just wanted you to know what the big guy was thinking. I figured you’d want to know. Right?”


“Of course.”


“He loves the show. He’s always bragging on you. The other day he was playing golf with Kenzibura Motohama, and he was going on and on about it.”


“That’s good to hear,” said Banion, yearning to be off the phone.


“What else was I calling about? Jesus, early-onset Alzheimer’s . . . Oh, right, you know we’re rolling out the XT-2000 this fall at the Florida penitentiary in Starke. The governor’s coming. Wondered if you wanted to be there. It was your column about the guy who caught fire that got us started on this. What a great column. I still have that somewhere.”


“I don’t do openings, Bill.”


“I totally understand.”


“You’re going down for it?”


“Sure. It’s a new product launch. A lot of other state death reps are going to be there. You know, it reclines? You’re not sitting there bolt upright. Just like being at home watching football, only you’re being electrocuted. Very humane. And quiet. It makes less noise than our electric shavers.”


“You should include it in your next commercial. Instead of the basset hound looking at the roast in the oven, he’s watching Master being electrocuted.”


“I like it! I’ll run it by Creative.”


Banion summoned Renira back in. “Where were we?”


“AMA panel Friday.”


“Managed death. This entire week is managed death,” he said crossly. “This was going to be the week I got started on the book. Don Morforken called last week to say they’ve scheduled the pub date.” He looked at her sternly, as if it was all her fault. “If there’s no book, there is no point in having a publication date.”


Banion no longer had time to write the big, meaty policy books that he had cranked out in his younger days, books like Pig’s Breakfast: The Failure of U.S. Foreign Policy from Cuba to Beirut or Colossi of Rhodes, his admiring study of Rhodes scholars and “The World They Made”; or Screwing the Poor, his controversial best-seller on welfare reform. Between the TV show, his thrice-weekly column, the speeches, he simply couldn’t get around to doing the longer books. Now he inclined to every publisher’s nightmare: the collection, of past columns, magazine articles, even old speeches. To keep Morforken happy, he tossed him an original book every now and then, usually short, historical works, the research for which was provided by some impoverished Georgetown University graduate student. The one he was working on now—that is, trying to work on—involved Benjamin Franklin. Its thesis was that during his stay in Paris as American agent during the Revolution, Franklin had befriended the young Maximilien Robespierre in a brothel and urged him to start his own revolution someday. The evidence was a bit sketchy, but it was a lovely premise. The working title was Seed of Revolution.


“I spoke with your graduate student this morning,” said Renira, “and she’s coming in this afternoon with more research. You’ll notice you have all your afternoons and most evenings free this week just to work on the book. As for guarding your privacy, Conrad Black’s office called this morning asking if you could fly up to meet with him and Mrs. Thatcher tomorrow afternoon, and I told them no.”


Banion said, aghast, “You told Conrad I couldn’t come up for a meeting with Mrs. Thatcher?”


“You’re spending weekend after next with them at the Hollinger thrash in London, so I hardly saw why you needed to gallivant up to New York for this. But if you want, I’ll call them and say you can make it.”


No wonder the British once ruled the world.


“No. All right. Fine.”


“Then shall we discuss Saturday?”


“Yes.”


“Bitsey says she’s got to spend the morning with her symphony committee. You’ve got a three o’clock tee time at Burning Bush with Justice Fitch and Speaker Meeker. I thought you might want to get out there a bit early and have a few practice whacks, so I’ve reserved tee time for just yourself at one o’clock. Now, while you were on the phone with Mr. Stimple, Mr. Mint called with another date. American Free-Ranging Poultry Farmers. He says they’re rather lefty.”


“Left-wing chicken farmers?”


“Um. Very progressive. No force feeding, pesticides, any of that. You let them wander about to their hearts’ content. Personally, I find them tough as nails. Give me an oppressed, caged chicken any day. It’s in November, so Sid said you could just give them your postelection analysis off the top of your head. He said if you could possibly fit something in somewhere about how we ought to be making western cattlemen pay more for grazing on federal lands, that they’d probably carry you out on their shoulders.”


“How much?”
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