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  Prologue


  Nick Naylor had been called many things since becoming chief spokesman for the Academy of Tobacco Studies, but until now no one had actually compared him to Satan. The conference speaker, himself the recipient of munificent government grants for his unyielding holy war against the industry that supplied the coughing remnant of fifty-five million American smokers with their cherished guilty pleasure, was now pointing at the image projected onto the wall of the cavernous hotel ballroom. There were no horns or tail; he had a normal haircut, and looked like someone you might pass in the hallway, but his skin was bright red, as if he’d just gone swimming in nuclear reactor water; and the eyes—the eyes were bright, alive, vibrantly pimpy. The caption was done in the distinctive cigarette-pack typeface, “Hysterica Bold,” they called it at the office. It said, WARNING: SOME PEOPLE WILL SAY ANYTHING TO SELL CIGARETTES.


  The audience—consisting of 2,500 “health professionals,” thought Nick, who leafing through the list of participants, counted few actual M.D.s—purred at the slide. Nick knew this purr well. He caught the whiff of catnip in the air, imagined them sharpening their claws on the sides of their chairs. “I’m certain that our next . . . panelist,” the speaker hesitated, the word just too neutral to describe a man who earned his living by killing 1,200 human beings a day. Twelve hundred people—two jumbo jet planeloads a day of men, women, and children. Yes, innocent children, denied their bright futures, those happy moments of scoring the winning touchdowns, of high school and college graduations, marriage, parenthood, professional fulfillment, breakthroughs in engineering, medicine, economics, who knows how many Nobel Prize winners? Lambs, slaughtered by Nicholas Naylor and the tobacco industry fiends he so slickly represented. More than 400,000 a year! And approaching the half-million mark. Genocide, that’s what it was, enough to make you weep, if you had a heart, the thought of so many of these . . . victims, their lives stubbed out upon the ashtray of corporate greed by this tall, trim, nicely tailored forty-year-old yuppie executioner who, of course, “needs . . . no . . . introduction.”


  Not much point in trying to soften up this crowd with the usual insincere humor that in Washington passed for genuine self-deprecation. Safer to try insincere earnestness. “Believe it or not,” he began, fidgeting with his silk tie now to show that he was nervous when in fact he was not, “I’m delighted to be here at the Clean Lungs 2000 symposium.” With the twentieth century fast whimpering and banging its way to a conclusion, every conference in sight was calling itself Blah Blah 2000 so as to confer on itself a sense of millennial urgency that would not be lost on the relevant congressional appropriations committees, or “tits” as they were privately called by the special interest groups who made their livelihood by suckling at them. Nick wondered if this had been true of conferences back in the 1890s. Had there been a federally subsidized Buggy Whips 1900 symposium?


  The audience did not respond to Nick’s introductory outpouring of earnestness. But they weren’t hissing at him. He glanced down at the nearest table, a roundtable of dedicated haters. The haters usually took the closest seats, scribbling furiously on their conference pads—paid for by U.S. taxpayers—which they’d found inside their pseudo-suede attachés, also paid for by amber waves of taxpayers, neatly embossed with the conference’s logo, CLEAN LUNGS 2000. They would take those home with them and give them to their kids, saving the price of a gift T-shirt. My folks went to Washington and all I got was this dippy attaché. The haters, whipped by the previous speakers into ecstasies of Neo-Puritanical fervor, were by now in an advanced state of buttlock. They glowered up at him.


  “Because,” Nick continued, already exhausted by the whole dreary futility of it, “it is my closely held belief that what we need is not more confrontation, but more consultation.” A direct steal from the Jesse Jackson School of Meaningless but Rhymed Oratory, but it worked. “And I’m especially grateful to the Clean Lungs 2000 leadership for . . .” a note of wry amusement to let them know that he knew that the Clean Lungs 2000 leadership had fought like marines on Mount Suribachi to keep him out of the conference “. . . finally agreeing to make this a conference in the fullest sense of that word. It’s always been my closely held belief that with an issue as complex as ours, what we need is not more talking about each other, but more talking to each other.” He paused a beat to let their brains process his subtle substituting of “issue” for “the cigarette industry’s right to slaughter half a million Americans a year.”


  So far so good. No one stood up and shouted, “Mass murderer!” Difficult to get back on track after being compared to Hitler, Stalin, or Pol Pot.


  But then it happened, during the Q and A. Some woman about halfway back got up, said that Nick “seemed like a nice young man,” prompting guffaws; said she wanted “to share a recent experience” with him. Nick braced. For him, no “shared experience” with anyone in this crowd could possibly bode well. She launched into a graphic account of a dear departed’s “courageous battle” with lung cancer. Then, more in sadness than in anger, she asked Nick, “How can you sleep at night?”


  No stranger to these occasions, Nick nodded sympathetically as Uncle Harry’s heroic last hours were luridly recounted. “I appreciate your sharing that with us all, ma’am, and I think I speak for all of us in this room when I say that we regret your tragic loss, but I think the issue here before us today is whether we as Americans want to abide by such documents as the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. If the answer is yes, then I think our course is clear. And I think your uncle, who was I’m sure a very fine man, were he here today, might just agree that if we go tampering with the bedrock principles that our Founding Fathers laid down, many of whom, you’ll recall, were themselves tobacco farmers, just for the sake of indulging a lot of frankly unscientific speculation, then we’re placing at risk not only our own freedoms, but those of our children, and our children’s children.” It was crucial not to pause here to let the stunning non sequitur embed itself in their neural processors. “Anti-tobacco hysteria is not exactly new. You remember, of course, Murad the Fourth, the Turkish sultan.” Of course no one had the faintest notion who on earth Murad the Fourth was, but people like a little intellectual flattery. “Murad, remember, got it into his head that people shouldn’t smoke, so he outlawed it, and he would go out at night dressed up like a regular Turk and wander the streets of Istanbul pretending to have a nicotine fit and begging people to sell him some tobacco. And if someone took pity on him and gave him something to smoke—whammo!—Murad would behead him on the spot. And leave the body right there in the street to rot. WARNING: SELLING TOBACCO TO MURAD IV CAN BE DANGEROUS TO YOUR HEALTH.” Nick moved quickly to the kill: “Myself, I’d like to think that we as a nation have progressed beyond the days of summary executions for the crime of pursuing our own definition of happiness.” Thus, having compared the modern American anti-smoking movement to the depredations of a bloodthirsty seventeenth-century Ottoman, Nick could depart, satisfied that he had temporarily beaten back the horde a few inches. Not a lot of ground, but in this war, it was practically a major victory.


  [image: Image]


  1


  There was a thick stack of WHILE YOU WERE OUTS when he got back to the Academy’s office in one of the more interesting buildings on K Street, hollowed out in the middle with a ten-story atrium with balconies dripping with ivy. The overall effect was that of an inside-out corporate Hanging Gardens of Babylon. A huge neo-deco-classical fountain on the ground floor provided a continuous and soothing flow of splashing white noise. The Academy of Tobacco Studies occupied the top three floors. As a senior vice president for communications at ATS, or “the Academy” as BR insisted it be called by staff, Nick was entitled to an outside corner office, but he chose an interior corner office because he liked the sound of running water. Also, he could leave his door open and the smoke would waft out into the atrium. Even smokers care about proper ventilation.


  He flipped through the stack of pink slips waiting for him at the receptionist’s stand. “CBS needs react to SG’s call for ban on billboard ads.” ABC, NBC, CNN, etc., etc., they all wanted the same, except for USA Today, which needed a react to tomorrow’s story in The New England Journal of Medicine announcing medical science’s conclusion that smoking also leads to something called Buerger’s disease, a circulatory ailment that requires having all your extremities amputated. Just once, Nick thought, it would be nice to get back to the office to something other than blame for ghastly new health problems.


  “Your mother called,” said Maureen, the receptionist, handing him one last slip. “Good morning,” she said chirpily into her headset, exhaling a stream of smoke. She began to cough. No dainty little throat-clearer, either, but a deep, pulmonary bulldozer. “Academy of”—hargg—“Tobacco”—kuhhh—“Studies.”


  Nick wondered if having a receptionist who couldn’t get through “hello” without a broncospasm was a plus.


  He liked Maureen. He wondered if he should tell her not to cough if BR walked by. Enough heads had rolled in the last six months. Murad IV was in charge now.


  Back in his office, Nick took off his new Paul Stuart sports jacket and hung it on the back of the door. One advantage to the change in Academy leadership was the new dress code. One of the first things BR had done had been to call in all the smokesmen—that is, the Academy’s PR people, the ones who went in front of the cameras—and told them he didn’t want them looking like a bunch of K Street dorks. Part of tobacco’s problem, he said, was that the sex had gone out of it. He wanted them, he said, to look like the people in the fashion ads, and not the ones for JC Penney’s Presidents’ Day sale. Then he gave them each a five-thousand-dollar clothing allowance. Everyone walked out of the meeting thinking, What a great boss! Half of them got back to their desks to find memos saying they’d been fired.


  Nick looked at his desk and frowned. It was very annoying. He was not an anal person, he could cope with a certain amount of clutter, but he did not like being the depository for other people’s clutter. He had explained this to Jeannette, and she had said, in that earnest way of hers, that she completely understood, and yet she continued to use his desk as a compost heap. The problem was that though Jeannette was technically under Nick in communications, BR had brought her with him from Allied Vending and they obviously had this rapport. The odd thing was how she acted as if Nick were her real boss, with rights of high, middle, and low justice over her.


  She had dumped five piles of EPA reports on secondhand smoke on his desk, all of them marked URGENT. Nick collected knives. She had carefully placed his leather-sheathed Masai pigsticker on top of one of the piles. Was this insolence masquerading as neatness?


  Gazelle, his secretary, buzzed to say that BR had left word he wanted to see him as soon as he got back from Clean Lungs. Nick decided he would not report to BR immediately. He would make a few calls and then go and make his report to BR. There. He felt much better, indeed swollen with independence.


  “BR said soon as you got back, Nick,” Gazelle buzzed him a few moments later, as if reading his thoughts. Gazelle, a pretty black single mother in her early thirties, was very bossy with Nick, for Nick, having been largely raised in a household dominated by a black housekeeper of the old school, was powerless before the remonstrations of black women.


  “Yes, Gazelle,” he said tartly, even this stretching the limits of his ability to protest. Nick knew what was going on in Gazelle’s intuitive head: she knew that Jeannette had her beady eyes on his job title, and that her own job depended on Nick’s keeping his.


  Still, he would not be ruled by his secretary. He had had a harrowing morning and he would take his time. The silver-framed picture of Joey, age twelve, looked up at him. It used to face the couch opposite his desk, until one day when a woman reporter from American Health magazine—now there was an interview likely to result in favorable publicity; yet you had to grant the bastards the interview or they’d just say that the tobacco lobby had refused to speak to them—spotted it and said pleasantly, “Oh, is that your son?” Nick beamed like any proud dad and said yes, whereupon she hit him with the follow-up, “And how does he feel about your efforts to promote smoking among underage children?” Ever since, Joey’s picture had faced in, away from the couch.


  Nick had given some thought to the psy-decor of his office. Above his desk was a quote in large type that said, “Smoking is the nation’s leading cause of statistics.” He’d heard it from one of the lawyers at Smoot, Hawking, the Omaha law firm that handled most of the tobacco liability cases brought by people who had chain-smoked all their lives and now that they were dying of lung cancer felt that they were entitled to compensation.


  Above the couch were the originals of two old cigarette magazine ads from the forties and fifties. The first showed an old-fashioned doctor, the kind who used to make house calls and even drive through snowdrifts to deliver babies. He was smilingly offering up a pack of Luckies like it was a pack of lifesaving erythromycin. “20,679* Physicians say ‘Luckies are less irritating’ ” The asterisk indicated that an actual accounting firm had actually counted them. How much easier it had been when medical science was on their side.


  The second ad demonstrated how Camels helped you to digest your Thanksgiving dinner, course by course. “Off to a good start—with hot spiced tomato soup. And then—for digestion’s sake—smoke a Camel right after the soup.” You were then supposed to smoke another before your second helping of turkey. Why? Because “Camels ease tension. Speed up the flow of digestive fluids. Increase alkalinity.” Then it was another before the Waldorf salad. Another after the Waldorf salad. “This double pause clears the palate—and sets the stage for dessert.” Then one with the plum pudding—“for the final touch of comfort and good cheer.” It amounted to five, and that was just during dinner. Once coffee was served, you were urged to take out that pack and really go to town. “For digestion’s sake.”


  BR, on his one slumming expedition to Nick’s office so far, had stared at it as if trying to make up his mind whether it was the sort of thing his senior VP for communications should have in his office. His predecessor, J. J. Hollister, who had hired Nick after the unpleasantness—now there was a tobacco man of the old school, a man who in his day would have put away ten Camels with the Thanksgiving turkey, a man born with tar in his blood. A lovely man, kind, thoughtful, loved to sit around in his office after work over highballs and tell stories about the early days of slugging it out with Luther Terry, who had issued the catastrophic Surgeon General’s Report back in 1964. Nick’s favorite JJ story was—


  “Nick, he said right away.”


  Really, it was intolerable. And he would not put up with it. “I know, Gazelle.” To hell with it, he thought, flipping through his pink message slips like an unruly hand of poker; let Gazelle and BR wait. He would do his job.


  He called the networks and issued his standard challenge to appear “anytime, anywhere” to debate with the surgeon general on the subject of cigarette billboard advertising or indeed on any topic. The surgeon general, for her part, had been refusing all Nick’s invitations on the grounds that she would not debase her office by sharing a public platform with a spokesman for “the death industry.” Nick went on issuing his invitations nonetheless. They made for better sound bites than explaining why the tobacco companies had the constitutional right to aim their billboard messages at little ghetto kids.


  Now for Buerger’s disease. This was trickier. Nick thought for a few minutes before calling Bill Albright at USA Today. He didn’t like getting into disease specifics and he didn’t particularly want his name attached to quotes containing the word “amputation.”


  “Well,” he began, more in sadness than in anger, “why not blame us for Buerger’s disease? We’re taking the rap for everything these days. I read somewhere a week ago that cigarettes are widening the ozone hole, so why not Buerger’s? What’s next? Dolphins? The way things are going, we’ll be reading next week that dolphins, arguably the most majestic of the smaller pelagic mammals, are choking on filters that people on cruise ships toss overboard.”


  Actually, Nick had not read that cigarettes were widening the ozone hole, but since Bill was a friend, he felt that he could in good conscience lie to him. He heard the soft clacking of the keyboard at the other end. Bill was taking it down. They were each playing their assigned roles.


  “Nick,” Bill said, “this report was in The New England Journal of Medicine.”


  “For which I have the highest respect. But can I just ask one question?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Where are the data?”


  “What do you mean, where are the data? It’s The New England Journal of Medicine. It’s all data, for Chrissake.”


  “This was a double-blind study?”


  “. . . Sure.”


  Fatal hesitation. Attack! “And how big was the control group?”


  “Come on, Nick.”


  “Was this a prospective study?”


  “You want to be in the story, or not?”


  “Of course.”


  “You want me to go with ‘Where’s the data?’ ”


  “ ‘Where are the data.’ Please, I don’t mind your making me out to be a soulless, corporate lickspittle, but at least don’t make me sound like an ignorant, soulless, corporate lickspittle.”


  “So your comment is The New England Journal of Medicine doesn’t know what it’s talking about?”


  “My comment is . . .” What was the comment? Nick looked up at the Luckies doctor for inspiration. “Buerger’s disease has only recently been diagnosed. It has a complex, indeed, extremely complex pathology. One of the more complex pathologies in the field of circulatory medicine.” He hoped. “With all respect, I think further study is warranted before science goes looking, noose in hand, to lynch the usual subjects.”


  From the other end came the soft clack of Bill’s keyboard. “Can I ask you something?” Bill was frisky today. Usually he just wrote it down and put it in and moved on to the next story.


  “What?” Nick said suspiciously.


  “It sounds like you actually believe this stuff.”


  “It pays the mortgage,” Nick said. He had offered this rationalization so many times now that it was starting to take on the ring of a Nuremberg defense: I vas only paying ze mortgage. . . .


  “He just called, Nick. He wants to see you. Now.”


  Tempted as he was to make his other calls, there was the matter of the mortgage, and also, somewhere underneath Jeannette’s landfill of papers, the tuition bill for Joey’s next semester at Saint Euthanasius—$11,742 a year. How did they arrive at such sums? What was the forty-two dollars for? What did they teach twelve-year-olds that it cost $11,742? Subatomic physics?


  Nick walked pensively down the corridor to BR’s office. It was lined with posters of opera and symphony and museum exhibitions that the Academy had underwritten. In JJ’s day there had been glorious color posters of drying tobacco plants, the sun shining luminously through the bright leaf.


  Sondra, BR’s secretary, looked up at him unsmilingly and nodded him in. Also into health. No ashtray on her desk.


  It was a large, woody, masculine corner suite, richly paneled in Circassian walnut that reminded Nick of the inside of a cigar humidor. So far, BR had not ripped out all of JJ’s lovely wood and replaced it with brushed steel.


  Budd Rohrabacher raised his eyebrows in greeting. He was leaning back in his big chair reading Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, standard reading matter around the Academy. BR was forty-nine years old, but exuded the energy of a younger man. His eyes, light green, intense and joyless and looking at life as a spreadsheet, might strike some as belonging to an older man who had been fundamentally disappointed early on and who had therefore decided to make life unpleasant for those around him. He was rumored to play squash at five A.M. every morning, not an encouraging habit in a boss, who would therefore arrive at the office at six-thirty, all pumped up and aerobicated and ready to eat the day, and any less-than-1000-percent-committed staffers along with it. Nick suspected he wore shirts one size too small to make his upper body bulge more, though it was true that twice a week he lunched on V-8 juice while lifting weights at a health club. He was tall, six-four, and he had a tendency to throw his height around in little, subtle ways, like holding the door open for you while waving you through under the archway formed by his arm. It gratified Nick to notice, when he did this to him once at the end of a day, a whiff of B.O. It is always consoling to discover humiliating bodily imperfections in those who dominate our lives. He had begun his tobacco career working in the grubby, rough-and-tumble—and not always strictly legit—arena of cigarette vending machines. He was known to have an inferiority thing about it, so staffers tended to avoid references to vending machines, unless it was unavoidable. Since taking over the Academy, BR had flexed a number of executive muscles and made some impressive gains for the industry. He had worked closely with the U.S. trade representative to make Asian countries allow U.S. cigarette manufacturers to advertise during children’s morning TV programming. (In Japan alone, teenage smoking of U.S. cigarettes was up almost 20 percent.) He had fought off two congressional print-advertising bans here at home, gotten three southern state legislatures to declare “Tobacco Pride” weeks, and had brilliantly maneuvered the Los Angeles City Council into including a provision in their smoking ban ordinance that permitted smoking in the bar section of restaurants, a coup for which he had been lavishly congratulated by the chairman of the board of the Academy of Tobacco Studies, the legendary Doak Boykin. BR had what Napoleon’s favorite generals had—luck. Since coming aboard, three of the people who had been suing the tobacco industry because they’d gotten cancer from smoking had died from smoking in their beds, causing their heirs and assigns to drop the suits; out of sheer embarrassment, as one lawyer at Smoot, Hawking had put it.


  “Hey, Nick,” BR said. Nick was tempted to say “Hey” back. “How were the lungs?”


  “Clean,” Nick said.


  “Get any face time?”


  Nick replied that he had jumped in front of every TV camera in sight in order to emphasize the industry’s concern for responsible advertising, health, and underage smoking, but that he doubted that his face would be prominently featured, if at all, in the newscasts. Face time for tobacco smokesmen was a disappearing electronic commodity, more dismal handwriting on the wall. Not so long ago, TV producers would routinely send a camera crew over to the Academy to get an official industry rebuttal, only a five- or ten-second bite casting the usual aspersions on the integrity of the medical research that showed that American cigarette companies were doing the work of four Hiroshima bombs a year. But recently there had been fewer and fewer of these dutiful little opposing-viewpoint cabooses. More likely, the reporter would just close with “Needless to say, the tobacco industry disputes the NIH’s report and claims that there is no—and I quote—‘scientific evidence that heavy smoking by pregnant mothers is harmful to unborn fetuses.’ ”


  “Did you bring the Kraut along with you?” BR asked, his eyes going back to his MMWR, a slightly distracting habit—in truth, a maddeningly rude but managerially effective habit—that he had acquired at Stanford Biz. Keeps underlings on their toes. By “Kraut” he meant G—for Graf—Erhardt von Gruppen-Mundt, the Academy’s “scientist-in-residence.” Erhardt had a degree in Forensic Pathology from the University of Steingarten, perhaps not Germany’s leading academic center, but it made him sound smart. JJ had brought him onboard back in the seventies and had built a “research facility” around him out in Reston, Virginia, called the Institute for Lifestyle Health, consisting mostly of thousands of pampered white rats who never developed F344 tumors no matter how much tar they were painted with. The mainstream media hadn’t taken Erhardt seriously in years. Mainly he testified in the endless tobacco liability trials, trying to confuse juries with erudite, Kissingerian-accented, epidemiological juju about selection bias and multivariable regressions. The decision to have him appear in court during the Luminotti trial wearing his white lab coat had not been well received by the judge.


  “Yes,” Nick said. “NHK—Japanese TV—did an interview with him. He was very good on secondhand smoke. He’s really got that down cold. He’ll get face time in Tokyo. I’m certain.”


  “That won’t do us a whole lot of good in Peoria.”


  “Well . . .” So Erhardt was next. Twenty years of devoted service to science and auf Wiedersehen, you’re history, Fritz.


  “I think we ought to get ourselves a black scientist,” BR said. “They’d have to cover a black scientist, wouldn’t they?”


  “That’s got heavy backfire potential.”


  “I like it.”


  Well, in that case . . .


  “Sit down, Nick.” Nick sat, craving a cigarette, and yet here, in the office of the man in charge of the entire tobacco lobby, there were no ashtrays. “We need to talk.”


  “Okay,” Nick said. Joey could always go to public school.


  BR sighed. “Let’s do a three-sixty. This guy”—he hooked a thumb in the direction of the White House, a few blocks away—“is calling for a four-buck-a-pack excise tax, his wife is calling for free nicotine patches for anyone who wants them, the SG is pushing through an outright advertising ban, Bob Smoot tells me we’re going to lose the Heffernan case, and lose it big, which is going to mean hundreds, maybe thousands more liability cases a year, the EPA’s slapped us with a Class A carcinogen classification, Pete Larue tells me NIH has some horror story about to come out about smoking and blindness, for Chrissake, Lou Willis tells me he’s having problems with the Ag Committee with next year’s crop insurance appropriations. There is zero good news on our horizon.”


  “Fun, ain’t it, tobacco,” Nick said companionably.


  “I like a challenge as much as the next guy. More than the next guy, if you want the honest truth.”


  Yes, BR, I want the honest truth.


  “Which is what I told the Captain when he begged me to take this on.” BR stood up, perhaps to remind Nick that he was taller than him, and looked out his window onto K Street. “He gave me carte blanche, you know. Said, ‘Do what you have to do, whatever it takes, just turn it around.’ ”


  BR was being elliptical this morning.


  “How much are we paying you, Nick?”


  “One-oh-five,” Nick said. He added, “Before tax.”


  “Uh-huh,” BR said, “well, you tell me. Are we getting our money’s worth?”


  It made for a nice fantasy: Nick coming over BR’s desk with his World War I trench knife. Unfortunately, it was followed by a quick-fade to a different fantasy, Nick trying to get a second mortgage on the house.


  “I don’t know, BR. You tell me. Are you getting your money’s worth?”


  “Let’s be professional about this. I’m not packing a heavy agenda. I’m putting it to you straight, guy-to-guy: how are we doing out there? I get this sense of . . . defeatism from your shop. All I see is white flags.”


  Nick strained to cool his rapidly boiling blood. “White flags?”


  “Yeah, like that stupid proposal you floated last month suggesting we admit that there’s a health problem. What was that all about, for Chrissake?”


  “Actually,” Nick said, “I still think it was a pretty bold proposal. Let’s face it, BR, no one appears to be buying into our contention that smoking isn’t bad for you. So why not come out and say, ‘All right, in some cases, sure, smoking’s bad for you. So’s driving a car for some people. Or drinking, or flying in airplanes, or crossing the street, or eating too much dairy product. But it’s a legitimate, pleasurable activity that, done moderately, probably isn’t that much more dangerous than . . . I don’t know . . . life itself.’ I think a lot of people would think, ‘Hey, they’re not such liars after all.’ ”


  “Stupidest idea I ever heard,” BR said with asperity. “Stupid and expensive. I had to have every copy of that memo burned. Can you imagine what would happen if it turned up in one of these goddamn liability trials? An internal document admitting that we know smoking is bad for you? Jesus Christ on a toasted bagel—do you have any idea what a disaster that would be?”


  “Okay,” Nick shrugged, “let’s go on pretending there’s no proof that it’s bad for you. Since that’s working so well . . .”


  “See what I mean,” BR shook his head, “defeatism.”


  Nick sighed. “BR, I’m putting in the hours. This is the first time in six years that my dedication has been called into question.”


  “Maybe you’re burned out. Happens.”


  Jeannette walked in without knocking. “Whoops,” she said, “sorry to interrupt. Here’s that Nexis search you wanted on ‘sick building syndrome.’ ”


  She was attractive, all right, though a tad severe-looking for Nick’s taste, business suit and clickety-click heels, icy blond hair pulled back into a tight bun, plucked eyebrows, high cheekbones, eager-beaver black eyes, and dimples that managed to make her even more menacing, somehow, though dimples weren’t supposed to do that. She apparently went horseback riding in Virginia on weekends. This made perfect sense to Nick. Put a riding crop in her hand and she was the very picture of a yuppie dominatrix.


  “Thanks,” BR said. Jeannette walked out, shutting the door behind her with a firm click.


  “Since we’re talking ‘guy-to-guy,’ ” Nick said, picking up where they’d left off, “you want to just give it to me straight?”


  “Okay,” said BR, tapping a pencil on his desk. “For one-oh-five a year, I think we could do better.”


  “I don’t think I’m going to end up talking the surgeon general into deciding that smoking is good for you. I think we’re past that point, frankly, BR.”


  “That’s your whole problem! Don’t think about what you can’t do. Think about what you can do. You’re spending your whole time stamping out wastebasket fires when you ought to be out there setting forest fires.”


  Forest fires?


  “You’re stuck in a reactive mode. You need to think proactive. Don’t just sit behind your desk waiting for your phone to ring every time someone out there spits up some lung. You’re supposed to be our communications guy. Communicate. Come up with a plan. Today’s what?”


  “Friday,” Nick said glumly.


  “Okay, Monday. Let me see something Monday.” BR looked at his appointment book. “Whaddya know?” he grinned. It was the first time Nick had seen him do this. “My six-thirty A.M. slot is wide open.”


  [image: Image]
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  Here Nick could be himself. Here he was among his own.


  The Mod Squad met for lunch at Bert’s every Wednesday, or Friday, or Tuesday, or whenever. In their line of work, things—disasters, generally—tended to come up at the last minute, so planning ahead presented a problem. But if they went much longer than a week without a lunch or dinner together, they would get nervous. They needed each other the way people in support groups do: between them there were no illusions. They could count on each other.


  The name Mod Squad was not a reference to the 1960s TV show about a trio of hip, racially and sexually integrated undercover cops, but an acronym for “Merchants of Death.” Since they consisted of the chief spokespeople for the tobacco, alcohol, and firearms industries, it seemed to fit. Nick said that they might as well call themselves that since it was surely the name the press would give them if they ever got wind of their little circle.


  They were: Nick, Bobby Jay, and Polly. Besides having in common the fact that they all worked for despised organizations, they were also at that age in life—late thirties, early forties—where the thrill of having a high-profile job has worn off and the challenge of keeping it has set in.


  Bobby Jay Bliss worked for SAFETY, the Society for the Advancement of Firearms and Effective Training of Youth, formerly NRBAC, the National Right to Bear Arms Committee.


  Bobby Jay was a soft-speaking, curly-headed 220-pounder from Loober, Mississippi, population 235, where his father had been sheriff, mayor, and the principal collector of tax revenue by virtue of arresting every third driver who went through Loober, regardless of how fast he was going. He kept a variety of speed-limit signs, which could be changed on the spot as required. Bobby Jay, whom he had first deputized at age eight, instilling in his son a lifelong regard for law enforcement (and handguns), would hide in the bushes and change the signs depending on how fast the person had been going while his father pulled him over and berated him for driving so recklessly through downtown, despite the fact that there really was no downtown, per se, in Loober, Mississippi.


  Following the Kent State shootings, Bobby Jay, then seventeen, hitchhiked all the way into Meridian in order to sign up for the National Guard, in order that he too could shoot college students; but the National Guard recruiter was out to lunch and the Army recruiter next door, recognizing a good thing when he saw one, offered to pay for his college education. So Bobby Jay ended up shooting at Vietnamese instead, which was almost as good as college students except that they shot back. Still, he enjoyed his two tours in Southeast Asia and would have signed up for a third, only the tail-rotor of a helicopter blade got the better of his left arm up to the elbow during a hasty evacuation of a red-hot LZ. He was one of the few Vietnam-era soldiers to receive a welcoming parade on his return home, though the parade, attended by all the residents of Loober, could not truthfully be called a huge one. Still, parades being rare in those troubled times, it made the papers and caught the attention of Stockton Drum, the legendary head of SAFETY. Drum had taken a run-down gun-owners’ organization and turned it into the equivalent of the world’s largest standing army, thirty million strong and nothing if not vocal, as any senator and congressman could tell you. With his colorful Southerner’s way and steely left hook, Bobby Jay was a natural spokesman for the cause of gun ownership in America, and he prospered, rising to become SAFETY’S chief spokesman. Along the way he repented of his sinful ways and became a born-again Christian, and not at an easy time, either, what with all the television evangelists going to jail for unevangelical behavior. He carpooled in from suburban Virginia with a group of fellow SAFETY born-agains, and on his way home to his wife and four children, they would stop at a firing range and discharge the tensions accumulated during the day by blasting away at paper-target silhouettes of vaguely ethnic attackers.


  The Moderation Council, formerly the National Association for Alcoholic Beverages, represented the nation’s distilled spirits, wine, and beer industries, and it had made a smart choice when it promoted Polly Bailey as its chief spokesperson. Faced with a rising tide of neo-puritanism, neo-prohibitionism, and disastrous volumetric decline, they resolved that a new approach was needed. So as beer commercials switched from bikini blondes and bibulous dogs to oil-coated baby seals being heroically rescued, as wine promotions began to emphasize its cholesterol-reducing qualities, and as liquor ads turned from ice-cold, dry martinis to earnest pleas for responsible driving, their trade association turned not to the traditional tough-talking, middle-aged white guy in a business suit, but to a talking head that could turn heads. Pretty, dark, a petite size-six, with lively, challenging blue eyes and (naturally) long eyelashes, Polly would not have looked out of place in a soap commercial; so when you saw her on the TV screen challenging the latest government report on alcohol-related car crashes or fetal alcohol syndrome, instead of talking about how she only used Ivory soap, the effect was downright arresting. It was her genius, Nick had noted, to wear her hair long, well down over her shoulders, suggesting youth and vitality, instead of the usual dutifully professional style that women feel they must adopt in order to show that they are willing to suppress natural beauty for the sake of gender assimilation, if that’s what it takes to make partner, senior VP, or cabinet secretary.


  Polly smoked—chain-smoked, in fact—which gave her voice a nice husky rasp, so that her flawless equivocations on the subject of blood alcohol content, phenolics, and excise taxes sounded downright sexy, as if she were sharing them with you in bed, with the sheets rumpled, jazz on the stereo, the candle flickering, smoke curling toward the ceiling. She was a stylish dresser too—unusual in Washington, where stylishness in women is suspect—favoring Donna Karan black and white suits, especially the ones with the oversized collars that manage to impart a touch of the schoolgirl while also announcing that it would be very foolish to take this woman lightly. All in all, an effective voice in Washington for ethanol.


  The liquor industry had been using women to sell its stuff since time began, rubbing them up against phallic bottles, displaying their gams while they cooed about how the new boyfriend drank their brand of scotch; why, Nick wondered, had it only recently occurred to them to use a good-looking lady while pitching public policy? Weren’t congressmen and senators who decided on health warning labels and excise taxes as susceptible as anyone else to sex? Indeed, Nick himself was now in the midst of justifying his own traditional white-male self to his own boss, who seemed increasingly eager to replace him with the telegenic Jeannette.


  Polly had come from southern California and gone to Georgetown University with thoughts of entering the foreign service, flunked the foreign service exam, gone to work on Capitol Hill, where she spent a good deal of time running from congressmen who had more than cloture on their minds.


  She ended up as assistant staff director for the House Agricultural Committee, her member being the ranking majority member. He was from northern California, whose vineyards at the time were being virtually wiped out by the phylloxera parasite; it was Polly who brilliantly maneuvered an alliance of convenience between her member and the member from the citrus region, screwing the members from the avocado and artichoke regions out of their subsidies in the process, but all’s fair in love and appropriations. Her member rewarded her hard work and diligence by passing her over and appointing someone else staff director, so when the genuinely grateful head of Wines at the Moderation Council called to congratulate her on her brilliant victory and mention in passing how he wished he had someone like her on his staff, she leapt.


  While still in her twenties, Polly had married a fellow Hill rat named Hector, a smart, attractive, and ambitious young man who seemed destined for some kind of big role eventually in someone’s presidential administration; but after attending a lecture by Paul Ehrlich, the overpopulation guru, he became a devotee to the cause, and quit his job on the Hill and went to work for a nonprofit organization that distributed birth control—condoms, mainly: three hundred million a year—free throughout the Third World. He spent four-fifths of his time in the Third World. The remaining fifth he spent back home in Washington looking for cures for various exotic tropical and infectious diseases, some of which made it unpleasant to be around him. Hector was passionate about overpopulation, Nick gathered from Polly’s accounts, to the point where it was pretty much all he talked about.


  Returning from a long trip to West Africa, however, he announced to Polly, in rather an unromantic, businesslike way, that he wanted to start having children, lots of them, and right away. This took Polly by surprise. Whether it was guilt over all those billions and billions of thwarted Third World sperm, or simply the desire to populate his own little corner of the world, Polly could not say; at this point all she did know was that she had, in a moment of weakness brought on by being chased around desks by too many congressmen, married a total loser.


  Hector, meanwhile, became more and more adamant. By this time his skin had turned greenish from some suspect malaria pills dispensed by the local apothecary in Brazzaville. This, combined with his monomaniacal procreative fervor, had a calamitous effect on Polly’s libido. He presented her with an ultimatum, and when she refused, he announced that it was all over and he was taking his fertility stick elsewhere. The divorce would become final in the fall. He was now living in Lagos, Nigeria, organizing a massive airdrop of condoms on the crowds expected to attend the pope’s mass on his upcoming visit.


  Discreet as the Mod Squad was, from time to time they invited other spokespeople to lunch to promote camaraderie among the despised. Their guests had come from such groups as the Society for the Humane Treatment of Calves, representing the veal industry, the Friends of Dolphins, formerly the Pacific Tuna Fishermen’s Association, the American Highway Safety Association, representing the triple-trailer truckers, the Land Enrichment Foundation, formerly the Coalition for the Responsible Disposal of Radioactive Waste; others. Sometimes they had foreign guests. The chief spokesman for the Brazilian Cattlemen’s Association had come by recently to share with them his views on rainforest management, and had entertained them with his imitation of a flock of cockatiels fleeing from bulldozers.


  Their regular table was in the smoking section of Bert’s, next to a fireplace with a fake electric fire that gave off a cozy, if ersatz, glow. Nick ordered his usual Cobb salad, which at Bert’s came with about a quart of gloppy blue cheese dressing on top of enough bacon and chopped egg to clog an artery the size of the Holland Tunnel, and iced black coffee to wash it down and zap the thalamus for an afternoon of jousting with the media.


  Bobby Jay ordered his usual: batter-fried shrimp with tasso mayonnaise. Polly, after briefly contemplating calamari, went for a trimming tossed green salad, French dressing on the side, and a glass of the house chenin blanc, crisp with a nice finish and not overpriced at $3.75 a glass.


  Polly noticed that Nick was staring morosely into his iced coffee.


  “So,” she said, “how’re we doing?” This was the traditional Mod Squad gambit. The answer was always awful, for it was unlikely that medical science had discovered that smoking prolonged life, or that the handgun murder rate had declined, or that somewhere out there some promising young life had been saved, instead of tragically snuffed out by a teenager with a blood alcohol content of .24 percent.


  “How did your Lungs thing go?” Polly said, dragging deeply on a long low-tar cigarette. Nick had told her not to bother with the low-tars, since research showed you only smoked more of them to get the same amount of nicotine, a point nowhere to be found in the voluminous literature of the Academy of Tobacco Studies.


  “Oh,” Nick said, “it was all right. She called for a total advertising ban. Big surprise.”


  “I caught a bit of you on C-SPAN. Liked the Murad bit.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “You all right?”


  Nick explained about his meeting with BR and how he had until six-thirty A.M. on Monday to come up with a plan that would reverse forty years of antismoking trends. Polly cut directly to the heart of the matter. “He wants to put Jeannette in. That’s what this is about.” She promised to try to think of something by Monday.


  She changed the subject back to the surgeon general. “You know she’s going after us next. Never met an excise tax she didn’t love. It has nothing to do with financing national health. She just doesn’t want anyone to drink. Period. I’ve got my beer wholesalers coming into town for their annual convention next week and they’re ready to kill. They’re threatening to drive all their trucks onto the Mall.”


  “That would be an interesting visual,” Nick said, rallying slightly from his depression. “The Washington Monument, surrounded by Budweiser trucks.”


  “They’re pissed off. Sixty-four cents on a six-pack? They’re trying to erase the deficit on the backs of the beer industry, and they don’t think that’s exactly fair.” The Mod Squad in ways resembled the gatherings of Hollywood comedy writers who met over coffee to bounce new jokes off one another. Only here it was sound bites deemphasizing the lethality of their products.


  Until now Bobby Jay had not joined in on the conversation, as his cellular telephone was pressed to his ear. He was in the midst of a “developing news story,” which for people in their business tended to be a bad news story. Another “disgruntled postal worker,” those Bad News Bears of the gun industry, had been up to the usual shenanigans again. This one had gone as usual to Sunday church in Carburetor City, Texas, and halfway through a sermon on the theme of “The Almighty’s Far-Reaching Tentacles of Love” had stood up and blasted the minister clear out of the pulpit, and then trained withering fire on the choir. Here he had departed from the usual text, for he did not then, as the newspapers put it, “turn the gun on himself.” He was disgruntled, but not so disgruntled as to part with his own life. He was now the object of the most massive manhunt in Texas history. Bobby Jay told them that SAFETY was logging over two thousand calls a day.


  “Pro or con?” Nick said. Bobby Jay did not rise to the bait.


  “Do you know how many ‘disgruntled postal workers’ have pulled this sort of stunt in the last twenty years?” Bobby Jay said through a large forkful of shrimp. “Seven. Do you know what I want to know? I want to know what are they so disgruntled about? We’re the ones whose mail never comes.”


  “Assault rifle?” Polly asked professionally.


  Bobby Jay ripped off a shrimp tail with his front teeth. “Under the circumstances I’m tempted to say, probably, yeah. ’Course, nine times out of ten what they call an ‘assault rifle’ isn’t. But try explaining that to our friends”—he hooked a greasy thumb in the direction of the Washington Sun building—“over there. To them, my ten-year-old’s BB gun is an ‘assault rifle.’ ” He held up his fork. “To them, this could be an ‘assault’ weapon. What are we going to do, start outlawing forks?”


  “Forks?” Nick said.


  “Forks Don’t Kill People, People Kill People,” Polly said. “I don’t know. Needs work.”


  “It was a Commando Mark forty-five. You could, technically, consider it a semiautomatic assault rifle.”


  “With a name like that, yeah,” Polly said. “Maybe you should ask the manufacturers to give them less awful names? Like, ‘Gentle Persuader,’ or ‘Housewife’s Companion’?”


  “What I don’t get is, the son of a gun was using hollow-point Hydra-Shok loads.”


  “Ouch,” Nick said.


  “That’s a military load. They use those on, on terrorists. They blow up inside you.” Bobby demonstrated with his hand the action of a Hydra-Shok bullet inside the human body.


  “Please,” Polly said.


  “What was he expecting?” asked Bobby Jay rhetorically. “That the minister and the choir were wearing Kevlar bulletproof vests underneath their robes? What gets into people?”


  “Good question,” Nick said.


  “So, what are you doing?” Polly asked.


  “And why is it every time some . . . nutcase postal worker shoots up a church, they come rope in hand, to hang us? Did we give him the piece and tell him, ‘Go forth, massacre a whole congregation’? Redekamp”—a reporter for the Sun—“calls me up and I can hear him gloating. He loves massacres. Thrives on massacres, Godless swine. I said to him, ‘When a plane crashes on account of pilot error do you blame the Boeing Corporation?’ ”
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