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“The trick is to care, but not too much.
 Give a shit—but not really.”

—Larry King on success in television



“. . . in the History of CNN.”

[image: ornament]

The best thing about television news is, it’s immediate. Everything at a news network happens quickly. Shows are created, canceled, or moved around with no warning, in response to events that no one can predict. It’s a completely fluid environment. If you like fluid environments, it’s a great place to work. There isn’t much waiting around. It takes years to become a doctor or a lawyer, or even a licensed plumber. I became a talk show host in about twelve hours.

It was October 2000, a month before the presidential election. I was reading the paper at home one morning when the phone rang. It was a producer I knew from CNN. “What are you doing after the Cheney-Lieberman debate tonight?” she asked. I couldn’t think of anything. “Want to host a new show?” 

Why not? I thought. I’d been covering politics for magazines since I left college. Over the previous few years, I’d also done a fair amount of television, though almost always as a guest. I wasn’t sure what being a host entailed, but asking questions sounded easier than answering them. Sure, I said. I’ll be there. 

That night after dinner, I drove over to the CNN bureau in Washington. Dick Cheney and Joe Lieberman had just finished their first and only debate. Outside the auditorium in Danville, Kentucky, flacks from both sides had set up “spin rooms,” rapid-response press operations designed to convince the public that their guy had won. Someone at CNN had decided—that very morning, as it turned out—that this might be a good model for a talk show. The name, not surprisingly, was going to be The Spin Room. 

The idea was to provide immediate analysis of each of the presidential debates. Bill Press, who was already working at CNN as the liberal cohost of Crossfire, was going to represent the Left. I was going to represent the Right. We’d critique the candidates’ performances, as well as interview professional spinners, like Ari Fleischer from the Bush campaign. To pad out the hour, we’d take calls and E-mails from viewers.

Those were our instructions. At a quarter to midnight, Press and I headed up to the studio. One of the cameramen was sitting on the desk at the Larry King set drinking a Mountain Dew when we walked in. “You got the Reagan chairs tonight,” he said. “That’s a good sign.” 

Television networks, like newspapers and magazines, prepare advance obituaries to run when famous people die unexpectedly. To get ready for Ronald Reagan’s death, CNN had gone one step further and bought furniture for the blowout coverage it anticipated during the week of the former president’s funeral. These were the chairs. Until now, they’d been in storage. They looked like ordinary chairs to me, but apparently it was considered an honor to use them.

That was comforting, since the chairs were just about all we had. The set amounted to a round, foot-high plywood stage on wheels. The backdrop consisted of a single television monitor on a stand between the Reagan chairs. A graphic in the screen read, The Spin Room. The words seemed to be quivering slightly, the way a videotape does when you hit pause on the VCR.

Not very impressive, though considering the short notice, not bad. But the set wasn’t the only incomplete part of the show. The writers hadn’t finished the scripts, either. Somehow this news never trickled down to me. It came as a surprise. 

Twenty minutes into the show, we returned from our first commercial break. “Welcome back to The Spin Room,” I said, reciting the words as they scrolled up from the bottom of the screen in front of me. Reading from a TelePrompTer isn’t difficult, but it takes practice. The machine is run from outside the studio by an operator who pays close attention to the host’s lips. The faster you speak, the faster he rolls the script. It works well, until you get tangled up in a word while speaking quickly. With the script moving fast, the rest of the sentence is likely to disappear before you can read it. You’ll never find your way back.

I was intent on speaking slowly. So intent, it took me a second to notice that the script had stopped moving. Suddenly there was no script at all, just a piece of advice. Motionless in the screen were the words ad lib here.

It took every ounce of self-control not to repeat the phrase out loud. Unsure of what to do—make it up seemed to be the message from the control room—I did my best to look relaxed and unflustered. Then I simply started talking. It worked fine. 

Later I was grateful for the experience. On my first night on the air, I’d learned two useful facts about television: Never rely on scripts. (“Ad lib here” is actually pretty good advice.) And when things fall completely apart, attempt to smile calmly and hope no one notices. Usually, no one will.

The rest of the hour was filled with what under normal circumstances would be considered minor catastrophes. At one point, I spent the better part of a minute addressing the wrong camera. In the next segment, I threw to a sound bite that wasn’t there. “Take a look at this,” I said, pointing my finger at the monitor like a magic wand. Seconds passed. Nothing happened. “Well,” I said finally, “let me tell you about it.” The moment I began speaking, the tape appeared. 

None of it seemed to matter to viewers, who apparently were grateful to see something other than reruns that late at night. The show got CNN’s highest midnight rating in memory. The next morning, a network vice president called to offer me a full-time contract. She was enthusiastic about The Spin Room’s prospects. If the show continued to prosper over the next two presidential debates, CNN might make it permanent. “This is how Nightline started,” she said. 

Nightline is famous in television, and not just because it’s a good program. Thrown on the air by ABC as a special during the Iranian hostage crisis, the show’s ratings grew so large so fast that it never went off the air. It was a network programmer’s dream, a tiny gamble that paid off big, as well as an inspiration to the entire industry. Ever since, every one-night-only show on television has dreamed of becoming Nightline. 

The Spin Room, alas, never got there. The show lasted less than a year. It did not win shelves of awards (or any, actually). It did not spawn countless imitators. Twenty years from now, I’m not sure who will even remember that it existed. But I will. It was the weirdest, most amusing job I’ve ever had.

Shortly after we got word that Spin Room was becoming a real show, someone at the network decided that we needed an executive producer to run it. The one we got was named Don. Don had been overseeing Talk Back Live, an afternoon call-in show based in Atlanta. He flew in to meet us. 

I wasn’t immediately impressed. A middle-aged man with perfectly hairless arms, Don was a veteran of years in local news. Maybe because of his background, he came off as both insecure and pompous, the sort of person who uses long words he doesn’t fully understand. Moments into our first conversation, he went out of his way to call Larry King stupid. The point was, Don is a whole lot smarter than Larry King. I doubted it.

If producers were cars, Don would not be considered late-model. Still, he had official-sounding credentials. CNN had paid his airfare to Washington. We took his arrival as a sign of our permanence. More than anything, we had hopes Don would make Spin Room look better, more network and less cable-access. In retrospect, our naïveté strikes me as almost touching. 

One night early on, Don convinced us to run a video clip of giant pandas. You don’t see many pandas on political shows, but a pair of them had arrived in Washington that day, so Don figured we could call these pandas newsworthy. Plus, he explained, “People like to see pandas. They’re cute. No one ever changes the channel when pandas are on.”

We agreed. Unfortunately, Don hadn’t bothered to screen the panda tape before the show. 

“Welcome back,” I said, returning from a commercial break. “We’ve got something a little different for you tonight. A pair of giant pandas arrived in Washington this afternoon. They’re a gift from the government of China, a kind of peace offering. Here they are.” 

Bill and I turned to the monitor. The picture came up. There were no pandas. Instead, there was a shot of a cargo plane sitting on the tarmac at Dulles Airport. “Well,” I said, “there’s the plane. Apparently, the pandas are inside, no doubt tired from the long trip over the Pacific.” I looked at Bill.

“Yep, that’s one long flight,” he said. “Even longer if you’re a panda. No movie, no hot towels. Do you think they get little bags of peanuts on board?”

It went on like this. The shot never changed: A plane. On the tarmac. At rest. I wanted to scream at Don. But the show was live, so Bill and I kept chatting. 

Finally, after what seemed like hours, the cargo door under the plane opened, and a metal crate appeared. Two workers slowly lowered it to the ground. Then they walked off. And that was it, the extent of the action. If there were pandas in the box—and we repeatedly claimed there were—I never saw them.

After about a minute and a half of this, we dumped out and went to a commercial, smiling the whole time, like it was all part of the plan. The invisible panda plan.

The second we were off the air, Bill went ballistic, holding the microphone to his lips as he screamed at Don. “Hey, Panda Man!” he barked. “I didn’t see the pandas you promised. Not one. Not even fur. Where were the fucking pandas?”

We didn’t pay much attention to Don after that. He spent most of his time in Atlanta. On his occasional trips to Washington, he made the women on our staff nervous. His teeth clicked when he talked, and he told bizarre jokes. He had a disconcerting habit of pointing out people he believed might be Jewish. We didn’t miss him when he was gone.

I don’t think he missed us, either. Don’s main concern seemed to be keeping his job, though it was never clear exactly what that job was. He was known to take naps in his office. During the day he was sometimes unreachable for hours at a time, off somewhere enduring unspecified “dental work.” Mostly, he left us alone. 

Except, unfortunately, on the air. Don loved chatting into our earpieces during the show. I often got the impression it was the high point of his day. Midway through an interview he’d begin counting us down to the commercial break: “Eight minutes left. Seven-thirty. Seven. Six minutes, thirty seconds.” It was odd.

Even more disconcerting was the running commentary. If a guest made a particularly stupid point or wore an unusually ugly tie, Don would comment on it. “That was brilliant,” he’d say. Or, “There’s a candidate for the rummage sale.” He regarded these as droll remarks. I felt like a schizophrenic, doing my best to ignore the voices in my head. It made it hard to do interviews. 

If the guest was on the phone, it became impossible. For reasons I never understood, Don’s line from the control room overrode the outside phone line. This meant that while Don was speaking through our earpieces, all we could hear was Don. We had no idea what the caller was saying. Sometimes we could guess. Other times we couldn’t. 

One night, a man called the show to complain about the way the Florida recount was being conducted. He was angry. “What I don’t understand is why they don’t just take those ballots and throw them in the trash. I mean, if . . .”

Don cut in. “My, my. Looks like someone should have said ‘no’ to that second cup of cappuccino tonight. Could be time to switch to decaf.” He chuckled at himself, then clicked out.

The man on the phone, meanwhile, was still ranting. “. . . is going to mean to Baker? That’s what I want to know.”

I didn’t know how to answer. Which Baker was he talking about? Senator Howard? Former secretary of state James? The Reverend Jim? 

Ultimately, I decided to go with James. Trying to sound confident, I pointed out that after so many years of distinguished public service, Secretary Baker was just the person to oversee the Bush campaign’s recount efforts. And while, yes, Baker was a lifelong Republican, he was also a distinguished statesman, and therefore, if not above the partisan fray, then certainly set apart from it. 

“Huh?” said the caller, obviously confused. “I’m talking about Baker County, Florida.”

If I’d been a little faster, I could have pulled out of the dive before impact: “Of course. But who do you think the county is named after?” 

That’s what I should have said. As usual, I didn’t think of it until after the show. That’s the torment of live television. The best lines come to you in the elevator on the way home. 

It was a pretty major screwup. To viewers, it must have suggested that at least one of us had a drug problem. (How else could you mistake a county for a retired secretary of state?) We expected to hear from CNN about it. We never did. Nor did we get a response to the panda segment, or to any of the other on-air blunders we were committing with some frequency. Virtually the only time anyone from the network ever called was to inform us that our time slot would be changing. (During its first four months, The Spin Room aired at midnight, 1:00 a.m., 11:00, and 11:30, before finally coming to rest at 10:30.) And that was about it. 

We had several theories about this. Maybe CNN executives in Atlanta recognized that a new show is bound to have a rocky start and didn’t want to spook us by being critical. Or maybe they were so embarrassed by the whole thing they couldn’t face up to their mistake by calling us. Or perhaps they simply weren’t watching and had no idea what was happening on the show. 

Whatever the reason, CNN had given us extraordinary freedom, unheard-of latitude for a daily prime-time show. For half an hour a night, we could do just about anything we wanted. So we did. 

Our first goal was to furnish the set. The Spin Room a month out looked very much like Spin Room the first night: two chairs, a coffee table, and a television monitor on a rolling metal stand. The effect was Early Dentist’s Waiting Room, minus the magazines. It was depressing. We weren’t the only ones to notice. 

One afternoon a package arrived at the bureau, addressed to the show. Inside was a throw rug emblazoned with the Wyoming state flag, and a note from a viewer: “Hope this helps spruce up the set.” That night on the air, Bill waved the rug like a banner. We both profusely thanked the donor by name. 

Within a week, CNN responded by giving us a network-sanctioned version, a multicolored patchwork rug from Pottery Barn. (Two years later, I noticed, the rug was still in use, brightening the sets of various weekend shows.) We were grateful for the attention, but by then we didn’t need it. We were already swamped with furnishings, all sent by sympathetic viewers. We displayed every one of them on the air, thereby inciting people to send more. 

And they did. We didn’t realize it at the time, but we’d kicked off what amounted to the longest continuous telethon in the history of television. The charity was the show itself.

Within a month, we needed extra space in the office to store all the donations. There were boxes and boxes of them: books, T-shirts, stationery, photographs, self-published manuscripts, paintings, posters, neckties, bow ties, socks, trousers, stuffed animals, candles, picture frames, ashtrays, pins, flags, puzzles, mouse pads, games, magazines, calendars, CDs, LPs, cowboy hats, poetry, assorted taxidermy, chocolate-covered roaches, a case of Mardi Gras beads, countless spinning tops, and a half-dozen doormats with Hillary Clinton’s face on them.

There was also a huge amount of food. The rule in television is, never eat anything that comes through the mail. We had trouble following this rule. In addition to crates of barbecue sauces and canned food, we regularly received platters of foil-covered baked goods. At first we tossed them. By the fourth or fifth batch of brownies, this started to seem wasteful. The cameramen were happy to eat anything we passed on. They survived, so we dug in. One night, Bill and I finished off an entire pound of homemade fudge before the show. 

We never found a single razor blade in any of it, though I think both of us regretted eating the fudge. One of our producers later speculated that it hadn’t been fudge at all, but something called “Velveeta fudge,” the result of a chemical reaction between margarine, Nestle Quick, and Velveeta artificial processed cheese food product. (Combine all three in a microwave, and apparently a substance that resembles fudge appears.) In any case, it settled hard. I haven’t eaten before a show since.

Bill, meanwhile, preferred to eat on the show. If consuming viewers’ food is considered taboo, eating on the air is absolutely verboten. Almost no one does it, because almost no one looks good doing it. Bill didn’t care. He’d invent reasons to snack on camera. Shows on animal rights or vegetarianism or weight loss were natural opportunities for food-related props. Bill would grab a burger or a handful of fries and chomp away as he asked his questions. He never seemed happier. He was a natural exhibitionist. 

Eating on camera was a metaphor for the way Bill approached life: cheerfully and voraciously. He always wanted a second helping. His appetite for work was almost unbelievable. On a typical day, Bill might wake up with a radio interview, write a column, go for a run, have lunch with friends, finish a book proposal, make thirty calls, bang out a dozen E-mails, do two live shows, and catch a late flight to Hawaii for a weekend speech. On the plane, he’d read two novels and write another column. Monday morning he’d be back in town, ready to do it again. I never heard him complain about being tired. He was an animal. I admired him.

Bill’s schedule caught up with him from time to time, and he’d get sick. One night he showed up with a terrible case of the flu. Walking to the studio, he stopped off at the men’s room. “Hold on a second,” he said, and went inside and threw up. Ten minutes later we were on the air. Bill did the entire show with a trash can between his knees just in case it happened again. He must have felt horrible, but you couldn’t tell. He never said a word about it.

My favorite thing about Bill, though, was his willingness to do absolutely anything on the air. In addition to eating, he would sing, wear funny hats, speak French, probably dance on the desk if you asked him to. He was completely, charmingly shameless—literally unembarrassable. In fact, in all the time I worked with him, I think I saw him blush only once. 

Ruth Westheimer did it. We had her on one night to talk about politics. Dr. Ruth knows almost nothing about politics, of course. But she does know a great deal about sex, and we strove to do at least one sex-related segment a week, on the grounds that sex was good for ratings, and good ratings were good for us. Plus, sex is fun to talk about.

So on Valentine’s Day, we invited Dr. Ruth to answer the deeply irrelevant question: Is there too much sex in Washington or too little? She didn’t even bother to respond. Instead, like the hyperaggressive shrink she is, she immediately hijacked the show. “When you get home tonight,” she said in her Hogan’s Heroes accent, “I want the two of you—not together—the two of you with your spouses, I want you to try something new. I want you to try a new position.”

How do you respond to an order like that? I didn’t know. Bill didn’t seem to, either. Before we could think of a snappy comeback, she was off again. “When I watch the two of you,” she declared matter-of-factly, “I can visualize what you do in your bedrooms. Did you ever think of that?”

Unlike Dr. Ruth, I had never visualized Bill’s bedroom activities, so I had no real idea what she was talking about. But Bill apparently did. He shifted in his chair. Even through his makeup I could see that his face had turned red. 

Naturally, we decided to have Dr. Ruth back on as soon as possible. She wasn’t exactly breaking news—Elderly Sex Therapist Goes On Talk Show!—but she made for good television. That was our opinion. Others didn’t agree. There were some who didn’t agree with anything we did.

TV critics, for instance. They didn’t care for The Spin Room, and said so frequently. A representative review began with the words “amateurish,” “sophomoric,” and “lightweight,” and got more savage from there. One critic compared the program to a “small-market talk radio show.” The television writer for Salon.com spoke for many in the professional TV-watching community when he called The Spin Room “the worst show in the history of CNN.”

There are a lot of ways to take a line like that. Bill and I chose to see the grandeur in it (“. . . in the history of CNN”). We wanted to use it in our next ad for the show. There wasn’t a chance of that happening. The people who ran the network’s promotions department weren’t even amused by the idea.

And that’s the difference between television and print journalism. When you work in print, a hostile response to your work is considered a sign you may be doing something right. Of course they’re upset, goes the reasoning; people always get mad when you tell the truth. It’s a rare magazine writer who gets fired for eliciting nasty letters to the editor. I used to take pride in my hate mail. I made a collage out of the nastiest pieces and hung it over my desk. 

People don’t think like that in television. Television is a purely democratic medium. Success has one measure: the number of people who watch. Nielsen ratings don’t make sophisticated distinctions between viewers. Someone who tunes in because he loves the show is worth no more or less than the guy who watches because he’s stuck in traction in the hospital and can’t find the remote. Every viewer’s opinion is equally valid and important. There is pressure not to offend or annoy any of them.

All of this makes television executives exquisitely sensitive to criticism. Smart as they are, none of them is exactly sure what makes a successful show. But they are certain that a bad review will prevent at least some people from watching. Reviews are taken seriously in television. The effect is to give disproportionate power to a small group of TV critics.

It’s chilling if you think about it: Hack journalists who spend their days in a darkened room eating ice cream in their undershorts in front of the tube—people who literally watch TV for a living—have influence over your life, career, and paycheck. It’s like growing up to find that the kid you picked on in school is now the foreman of your jury. And there’s nothing you can do about it. 

In the summer of 2002, I got a call from a publicist at CNN. Gail Shister, the television critic of the Philadelphia Inquirer, had requested that I speak to the annual convention of the National Lesbian & Gay Journalists Association, of which she was a board member. The convention was on a weekday in Philadelphia, and I was expected to do it for free. It sounded like an unpleasant experience. I’ve got nothing against gay journalists, but I’m offended by the idea of gay journalists’ associations or of any other interest group that attempts to bully news organizations into providing a certain sort of coverage. I didn’t want to go.

I knew I had no choice. Shister is an influential critic. Worse, she knows she’s an influential critic, and that as a result I would be too intimidated to turn her down. It felt uncomfortably close to blackmail. The publicist agreed that’s exactly what it was, but strongly suggested I go anyway. I agreed.

As the date approached, it became clear that my wife was going to deliver a baby on or about the same day I was scheduled to speak. (Our daughter was born while the convention was in progress.) A week before the event, I called the PR department to explain that I wouldn’t be able to go to Philadelphia. The publicist reluctantly relayed this news to Gail Shister. Shister responded with a high-volume, obscenity-laden rant. This is an outrage, she said, a completely invalid, stupid excuse and an awful thing to do. She told the publicist that I had better reconsider.

I wasn’t going to reconsider. Under any other circumstances, I would have called Gail Shister to tell her so directly. I definitely would have matched her obscenities, maybe even raised her an F-word or two. I didn’t do that. Instead, I told the publicist to offer my deepest, most sincere apologies for letting the mere birth of a child prevent me from fulfilling my duty to the National Lesbian & Gay Journalists Association. When I told the story to a friend of mine, a fellow talk show host, he assured me that a man never stands so tall as when he stoops to kiss an ass. But I didn’t feel tall. I felt emasculated.

If American TV critics are bad, you’d think Canadian TV critics would be worse, if only because everything in Canada is a shoddy reproduction of its American counterpart. But that hasn’t been my experience. The most positive review Spin Room ever got came from the Calgary Herald. The paper’s critic defended our show as witty and important. He genuinely seemed to like it. Looking back, I realize he was probably just grateful.

Nothing makes Canadians happier than the acknowledgment that they exist. I discovered this one night when I said something cutting about Canada. I can’t now remember what I said or why I said it, though it’s possible I was simply attacking Canada on principle. Friendly as they generally are, Canadians have always made me uncomfortable. There’s something a shade off about them. They remind me of the aliens in sci-fi movies who move about undetected among the human population until they’re tripped up by some joke or colloquialism they haven’t been programmed to understand. (“What do you mean, ‘take a leak’?”)

I suspect Canadians feel this way about themselves, which is why they’re so pleased to be mentioned, even in a nasty way. It confirms that they’re real.

Whatever the cause, a lot of Canadians noticed my insult. Scores of them wrote letters and E-mails, and not all to take issue with what I’d said. Many agreed that Canada is indeed a third-rate country. (Masochism is Canada’s other notable national trait.) Others just wanted to talk about politics. All expressed themselves in that awkward not-quite-English that is the Canadian language. My favorite E-mail was an attempted sports metaphor meant to describe one of Al Gore’s legal setbacks during the Florida recount: “On sixth down and goal to go, Gore just got sacked for a loss of 20 yards.” 

Soon we had developed a large and loyal base of Canadian fans. None of them counted toward ratings (unfortunately, our three largest demographics—Canadians, college students, and prisoners—went uncounted by Nielsen), but I pandered to them anyway. I intentionally mispronounced the name of their prime minister. I accused them of living in igloos and riding dogsleds to work. I called for an immediate invasion of their country, on the grounds that the United States needs more satellite parking. After a while I began to introduce The Spin Room as “the only show on television for and about the people of Canada.”

Even at the time, I recognized that a relentless focus on Canada was probably not the best way to win a mainstream audience. On the other hand, I didn’t think we were going to win that audience no matter what we did. Wheel of Fortune is mainstream. We could never compete. Plus, what’s the point of having a television show if you can’t indulge your own obsessions?

This was Bill’s attitude, too. We were both interested in the free-stuff aspect of the show, but Bill was particularly bold about it. When the network was slow to buy us our own Spin Room coffee mugs, Bill took our case directly to the viewers. An artist in California promptly responded with two custom mugs, complete with our portraits painted on them. Bill made certain that at least five minutes a night—an eternity in TV time—was set aside for gifts. He’d hold up the day’s most impressive offerings, profusely thank the viewers who sent them, then in effect plead for more. More always came. He would have made a great televangelist.

Bill and I almost never discussed beforehand what we were going to say on the show. We spent hours preparing for our interviews with guests, but the colloquy between us was always unscripted and unrehearsed. Except once. About thirty seconds before the show one night, Bill turned to me and said, “After the open, ask me how my weekend was.” 

So I did. “I’m so glad you asked,” he said. “I spent a wonderful three days in Charleston, South Carolina. What a great town. And what remarkable restaurants.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a handwritten list of the places he’d eaten at over the weekend. He read the name of every one, punctuated with editorial comments like “superb crab cakes. I recommend them. But be sure to make reservations. The place fills up fast.”

I never learned what sort of deal Bill had worked with the Charleston restaurant owners, whether his infomercial was payment for meals he’d already eaten, or whether he planned to collect later. Either way, it struck me as a pretty clever arrangement. I would have tried it myself, but I knew I could never pull it off successfully. Bill has a certain bold panache I lack.

As the weeks wore on, Spin Room got progressively weirder, more free-form and self-referential. We continued to heap attention on our Canadian viewers, recite bad poetry, and pronounce words in odd ways. We added a nightly Megalomania Moment, during which we read E-mail from our most slavish fans. We were having such a good time that we hardly noticed the guests, who for the first few months ranged from mediocre to bad. Convincing normal people to go on the air at 10:30 at night is never easy. Our first booker apparently found it impossible. Or maybe she just didn’t like us.

Whatever the reason, most of our guests had been culled from the C-list or below. One night we interviewed the editor of a political newsletter with a circulation of “more than 800.” (And that estimate was taken from the publication’s own promotional literature; I’ll bet the real number was a third of that.) I couldn’t understand a thing the guy said. Plus, he had a walleye. The next night, we had a woman on from New York who claimed to be an economist. She was almost unbelievable. In addition to having nothing interesting to say, she had a thick foreign accent and a terrible, cringe-making speech impediment. 

“I can’t believe we had that woman on,” I said to Don when we got off the air. “Well, I thought she was very courageous,” Don replied. “Her performance gave hope to others with cleft palates.”

As the months went on, I waited for some sound of disapproval from on high. We were continuing to solicit more and more stuff from viewers (or as we put it, we were “becoming increasingly interactive with the audience”). CNN is a fairly straitlaced news network, and generally phobic about even the appearance of a conflict of interest. But the call never came. We were scolded only once, on the night we announced the creation of the Jim Traficant Legal Defense Fund. The Ohio congressman had just been indicted on a long list of felony charges, and as talk show hosts we felt it was our duty to help prevent one of the great guests of all time from being locked away beyond the reach of a camera. This, apparently, crossed some line, because after the show an executive from Atlanta called and told us to knock it off.

From time to time we did get directives telling us what language we were allowed to use on the air. It was never clear exactly where they came from—I imagined an Office of Forbidden Words somewhere in the basement of CNN Center—but somehow they filtered down to our producer, who passed them on to us. On the day Linda Chavez withdrew her nomination for secretary of labor after admitting she had employed an illegal alien, we received orders that we were not to utter the phrase “illegal alien.” Calling people illegal aliens, our producer explained, “implies that they’re different.”

Of course they’re different, I was about to say, they’re illegal aliens. Bill beat me to it. Though he was a committed ideological liberal, Bill had enough respect for language to resist attempts to subvert it. Some of the more overbearing PC regulations clearly annoyed him. His response was two words long: “Fuck that.” Once on the air, we went out of our way to explain that Linda Chavez’s housekeeper had been both illegal and an alien. 

Most of our other run-ins with the language police centered on the word “foreign.” At some point many years before, Ted Turner had forbidden the use of “foreign” on CNN. The idea was that, to a global news network, there is no foreign news, only international news. All references to “foreign,” therefore, were to be replaced with “international.”

It made a kind of abstract sense—more sense certainly than a lot of Turner’s decrees—but like all theories about language, it collapsed under the demands of everyday usage. “I have an international object in my eye” didn’t sound quite right. Nor did the “French International Legion.” 

Nor, it turns out, is there any real substitute for “foreigners.” The word perfectly captures the reality, as anyone who has watched British soccer fans kick one another to death or seen a Kenyan villager wash down lunch with a cup of hot cow blood can tell you. This isn’t international behavior. It’s foreign behavior. And the people who do it are foreigners. There’s no better way to put it.

And that’s exactly how we did put it, again and again. One night we did an entire show—“What the Rest of the World Thinks of the Florida Recount”—designed to highlight just how foreign foreigners really are. No one from CNN complained. Our rare moments of contact with the network’s upper management were almost always positive. 

One afternoon at the bureau, I ran into Frank Sesno, the Washington bureau chief. He pulled me into his office. “You’re about to break out,” he said. “I’ve got two pieces of advice for you. One, remember that I’m the one who found you. Come talk to me from time to time. And, two, people are going to start to recognize you. Don’t let it go to your head. Don’t become an asshole.” I assured him on both counts.

Sesno left CNN before I could come and talk to him again. But I tried to keep my second promise and not become an egomaniac. Unfortunately, it was easy. If anything, the new attention made me feel less confident. Within days of the first show, people whose opinions I had never sought called me to critique my performance on the air. A magazine editor cornered me at a cocktail party in New York and spent twenty minutes explaining how the camera angles on Spin Room made me look freakish, like an ugly man in a fun house mirror. “Not flattering,” he said. “I’d change them if I were you.” 

Right away I learned that television brings out the critic in almost everyone. People hardly ever approach print reporters to say, “Gee, I thought your piece was stupid. Not to mention badly written. What an embarrassment.” They don’t think twice about saying the equivalent to a talk show host. And, of course, sometimes they’re right, which is why it’s so painful.

Hardest of all to get used to, though, was the loss of anonymity in public. Working in television is like having your picture in the post office. People you’ve never seen before know what you look like.

I didn’t fully comprehend the consequences of this until I flew to Italy for a friend’s wedding. Thanks to bad weather, I wound up spending quite a bit of time in the Paris airport. One beer led to another, and by the time I boarded the flight to Florence, I’d definitely been drinking. I wasn’t embarrassingly wino drunk, though I was dirty and unshaven. I was, however, impaired enough not to notice that there was a large Moroccan man seated between me and the aisle.

Not long after takeoff, I had to go to the bathroom fairly desperately. (Savvy travelers, I’ve since learned, don’t drink four liters of beer before getting on airplanes.) By this time, the Moroccan guy was asleep, completely passed out and snoring. Rather than wake him, I decided to climb over his seat. Stepping from one armrest to the other, I made it successfully. 

I had no such luck on the way back. Years later I convinced myself that the plane must have hit turbulence just as I was standing over the sleeping man. I’ll never know for sure. I do know that somehow I lost my balance and wound up falling knees-first into his lap. 

He woke up screaming. I didn’t understand the precise meaning of his words, but I got the general point. He yelled in the international language of pain, fear, and confusion. I tried to apologize, but this seemed to make him more agitated. He didn’t stop shouting till I got off his lap, which wasn’t easy. It was a loud moment. 

But not so loud I couldn’t hear my own name, spoken in a stage whisper from three rows back. It was a group of American tourists. They were staring at me. “That’s definitely him,” said one. “I saw him on CNN last week.”

It didn’t take long to conclude that drinking in airports isn’t worth the trouble. I had a harder time making the same decision about smoking.

I never had any serious intention of giving up cigarettes. I’d smoked since I was thirteen, and with every passing year I liked it more. There wasn’t much incentive not to like it. Smoking is common and accepted in the magazine business. During my five years at the Weekly Standard, I smoked at my desk all day every day, two packs or more of Camel regulars.

Pro-health propaganda never once detracted from my enjoyment of tobacco. If anything, it only steeled my resolve to pollute myself. When I was in high school, there was a much-aired public service ad that opened with two kids sitting on a playground. The older one produces a joint, lights it, and tries to pass it to the younger boy. “Come on, Bobby,” he coos in the most sinister possible way, “take a hit.” No, says Bobby resolutely, putting up his hand. “Only dopes do dope.” The older kid looks disgusted. “I thought you were cool,” he snorts.

The moral, I guess, was supposed to be that Bobby did the right thing in the face of peer pressure. The moral I took away from it was, Bobby is a dork.

The one time I tried to quit smoking cigarettes, I did my best to empathize with Bobby. There’s nothing cool about hurting your body, I told myself. About two months later, I had to face the horrible truth: The antitobacco people are lying. Smoking really is cool. And I’m less cool for not doing it. 

So I started again. Which was probably inevitable. The main problem with quitting is not the physical withdrawal. Even the most addicted smoker stops berating his loved ones after half a year or so. The problem is that unlike, say, a sex-change operation, becoming a nonsmoker is reversible. You’re always a convenience store away from relapse. 

If it weren’t for television, I’d probably still be smoking. Smoking isn’t popular in TV. Hardly anyone in the industry does it. (For years under Ted Turner, CNN employees were not allowed to smoke, on or off the job.) Cigarettes are not welcome on the set, and it’s a long and inconvenient walk from the studio to the curb out front. I probably could have learned to live with this, much as I hate looming around the entrances to buildings. But what I couldn’t handle was the reaction from viewers.

After seventeen years of smoking, of course, I was used to getting health advice from strangers. “Don’t you know that’s bad for you?” they’d say, pointing to my cigarette. I’d give my stock response (“You’ve got to be kidding!” in deadpan mock horror) and walk away smiling. It never bothered me. 

Suddenly, the dynamic was different. People who recognized me from television always seemed stunned when they saw me smoking in public. “You smoke?” they’d say. I searched for a snappy comeback—“Only after sex” or “Just started today” or “Yes, but I don’t inhale”—but I could never bring myself to deliver it. The disapproval was too strong. They sounded shocked and deeply disappointed, like I’d been arrested for doing something creepy in a men’s room. They treated me like Pee Wee Herman.

I never understood exactly why. Maybe I don’t look like the sort of person who would smoke, and they found it disturbing to find out that I am. Or maybe viewers of cable news just don’t like cigarettes. I still don’t know. But I quit anyway. Weary of the battle, I surrendered and allowed the dark forces of Health to claim victory over my personal life. 

***

Eight months into the show, despite countless requests and as many subsequent promises, we still didn’t have official, CNN-supplied Spin Room coffee mugs. Both Bill and I were bothered by this, and not just because we were strongly in favor of free stuff. Mugs make good gifts. It was hard enough getting decent guests to leave dinner in time for a 10:30 show. It would have been nice to send them away with a souvenir. 

More important, there was a principle at stake. Every talk show has mugs. By definition. You can sit around a desk and talk. You can beam that conversation by satellite into living rooms around the word. You can even give the whole thing a name and a regular time slot. But if the network hasn’t come up with official mugs, it’s not a show.

That was our argument anyway. It wasn’t taken very seriously by the Givers of Mugs at CNN.

One morning in May, I woke up determined to get mugs. Don was no help—“I’d like one myself if you get them,” he said—so I called around the network. I wound up on the phone with a woman named Leslie in the PR office. She was friendly enough, though there was an odd strain in her voice. She sounded nervous. She was sorry about the mugs, she said; there wasn’t much she could do. “I don’t think mugs are in your budget.”

Two-dollar mugs aren’t in the budget? I lost control. Within seconds, I’d launched into a high-volume lecture about how it was this very attitude—this small-minded, reactionary, bureaucratic legalism—that had made Soviet Communism a living hell for millions. She listened politely. Then she gave me a number for the CNN gift shop in Atlanta. “Maybe they can help.” I called right away. The number had been disconnected.

I should have caught the hint.

But I didn’t, partly because I was busy. Bill and I were taping the show that afternoon so we could have dinner with our boss, Sid Bedingfield, the general manager of CNN, who had flown up from Atlanta to see us. Sid hadn’t mentioned what he wanted to talk about. I didn’t spend a lot of time wondering. He’d sounded normal on the phone. 

He didn’t look normal at the restaurant. He and Bill were sitting in a corner booth. Even from ten feet away I could tell something was wrong. Sid didn’t make me wait to find out. He dropped the hammer immediately. “I’ve got some bad news,” he said, still shaking my hand. “We’re canceling Spin Room.” 

My first thought was, So this is why we never got our mugs. 

Sid spent a couple of minutes explaining why the show was being pulled. I can’t recall his exact words—I’d ordered a martini by this point, the first and last of my life—but it was something about how the time had come for our careers to take new, better, more sensible directions. We’ve done this for your own good, was the general idea. 

I listened, though not very carefully. Even as I watched my job disappear, I couldn’t shake my mug obsession. When Sid paused, I asked him: Did Leslie from PR know this was going to happen? Yep, he said.

It was like a flashback from my childhood. When I was little, my father worked in television in Los Angeles. Every fall, he went to his favorite men’s store to get measured for a new on-air wardrobe, compliments of ABC. One year, right around contract negotiation time, the suits didn’t come.

Annoyed, my father called the store. Then he called back. Finally he got through to the tailor. Hurry up and deliver the suits, he said. “There are no suits,” said the tailor. “I was told not to make them. You’ve been fired.”

The tailor turned out to be right. I was in the first grade when it happened, and although my dad always seemed more amused than upset by the experience, I remember being shocked when I heard about it. Even then I wondered: What sort of weird business is it where the guy who makes your clothes knows more about your future than you do?

Twenty-five years later, I finally understood. Sooner or later, just about everyone in television gets canned, usually without warning. As Sid pointed out, there’s no reason to take it personally. “Someday it will happen to me, too,” he said.
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