














 


[image: Images]




[image: Images]




 






	[image: Image]

	Simon & Schuster
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com








This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


Copyright © 2011 by Anonymous


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Simon & Schuster Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.


First Simon & Schuster hardcover edition January 2011


SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Designed by Nancy Singer


Manufactured in the United States of America


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data.


O : a presidential novel / Anonymous.
1st Simon & Schuster hardcover ed.
      p. cm.
    1. Obama, Barack—Fiction. 2. Presidents—United States—Fiction. 3. Political fiction.
I. Title: A presidential novel.
    PS3600.A1014 2011
    813’.6—dc22                                         2010045141


ISBN: 978-1-4516-2596-7
ISBN: 978-1-4516-2598-1 (ebook)




FOR K AND R





[image: Image] ACKNOWLEDGMENTS [image: Image]



I want to acknowledge with appreciation all those at Simon & Schuster who read an early draft of the manuscript and offered many intelligent suggestions to improve it, including Aileen Boyle, Jofie Ferrari-Adler, Jonathan Karp, Molly Lindley, Ben Loehnen, Alice Mayhew, Priscilla Painton, Michael Szczerban, and Brian Ulicky. Special thanks to Kate Ankofski for her excellent line editing. Many thanks, too, to my encouraging agent. Deepest apologies and gratitude to my family and close friends, few of whom understood why I was behaving more peculiarly than usual, but worried about me nonetheless. And I’d like to express my admiration for friends and colleagues who’ve worked conscientiously on campaigns and in the White House because they believed in their cause and their candidate. I apologize for the occasional exaggerated abuse. I kid because I love.


Finally, for their generous friendship, I want to thank K and R, to whom this book is affectionately dedicated.





[image: Image] CAST OF CHARACTERS [image: Image]



O’S TEAM


O, president of the United States.


Cal Regan, Democratic Party insider and manager of the president’s reelection campaign.


Mick Lowe, Cal Regan’s best friend and deputy manager of the O campaign.


Avi Samuelson, senior White House adviser and chief political counsel to the president.


Walter Lafontaine, a Chicago lawyer who served as an aide early in O’s political career.


Tess Gilchrest, a volunteer on O’s campaign.


THE OPPOSITION


Tom Morrison, a retired four star general, former governor, and the Republican aspirant for president in 2012.


Sandy Stilwell, veteran political operative and Tom Morrison’s campaign manager.


THE POLITICAL ELITE


Maddy Cohan, a young reporter for Body Politic, an upstart Washington news website.


Allen Knowles, a California billionaire and major donor to O’s campaign.


Bianca Stefani, founder of The Stefani Report, a liberal advocacy and news aggregating website.
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NOVEMBER 6, 2012


It was nearly eleven o’clock at night, and the president of the United States seemed to be enjoying himself. Friends and aides clustered in desultory conversations, keeping an eye on television screens, waiting, waiting, waiting for someone to call New Mexico or Colorado or Washington. The vice president circulated among them, trying to lighten the mood with his manic cheerfulness, winning a few forced smiles. The First Lady sat quietly and responded politely when someone addressed her but said nothing that would reveal emotion. Tomorrow, depending on the outcome, witnesses would recall her demeanor as either serene or stoic. Her daughters, excited and playful for most of the evening, were now tired and responding to solicitous adults by shaking and nodding their heads.


But O was lighthearted: reacting in mock horror when a reliably Republican state was called for his opponent; teasing aides that their incompetence had cost him another victory; imitating the pundit chatter on television; making faces at his daughters when he caught their eye; telling the voluble vice president, who had just repeated to the president’s brother-in-law an off-color joke featuring the former governor of Alaska, the Prince of Wales, and an Eskimo guide on a moose hunt, “Speak up, I don’t think the press heard you downstairs.”


When he caught Cal Regan observing him from across the room, O winked at him and shrugged his shoulders, as if to say, “Worrying won’t make a difference now. We might as well have fun.” As O turned his attention to another guest, Cal recalled the day, six years ago, when they had first met.


Cal didn’t put much faith in first impressions. They were what good candidates did best: they gave you a glimpse of intelligence, empathy, an even temperament. They tried to avoid making second and third impressions. When they did, they usually lost.


But no one had ever made as favorable a first impression as O. He had none of the tics of affectation: no self-satisfied smile, extravagant repetition, prolonged eye contact. His qualities were immediately apparent and finely balanced—shrewdness and sincerity, elegance and informality, watchfulness and daring. His glamour seemed effortless, his intelligence reassuringly mature.


“They tell me you’re a smart guy, but not much of a risk taker,” he said as Cal settled into the seat O had motioned for him to take. O, in shirtsleeves rolled to his elbows, sat on the couch opposite him and stretched out his legs on the coffee table.


“I suppose that depends, Senator.”


“On what?”


“On what I’m risking.”


O gave him a friendly grin to indicate he had expected the answer. “There you go,” he said. “That’s not the first question a risk taker asks.”


“What question is that?”


“What could I do with the reward?”


Cal had agreed to the meeting reluctantly. When Avi Samuelson had tried to recruit him a month earlier, Cal had put him off. He had already decided to join the front-runner’s campaign and had met with her several times. They had discussed the job he wanted, deputy campaign manager. No formal offer had been made at the last meeting. But a week later a chair had arrived at his office, an inexpensive, oak-veneered Windsor reproduction, with a note signed by the candidate: “There’s a seat for you at our table.”


Samuelson persuaded Cal not to sign on with her until he had met O. “He wants to talk to you because I told him he should,” Samuelson had explained. “So, hotshot, if you keep playing hard-to-get, don’t worry about disappointing him. I doubt he gives a rat’s ass. But you should.”


So, on a cold February afternoon in 2006, Cal had gone to see the handsome, eloquent young senator everyone hailed as the party’s newest rock star, but who in Cal’s opinion was a little too new, too young, too liberal, and too black to be elected president of the United States.


O had explained why he thought he had a chance.


“Most of the country isn’t just ready but desperate for change. And Democrats, especially disaffected Democrats who usually can’t be bothered to get involved, are pissed off and motivated.”


Then he asked Cal what the front-runner had that made her election plausible.


“That,” Cal had answered. “The national mood. Even with her history, her unfavorables, the country is so freaked out they’re willing to overlook it. She’ll also have the most money and endorsements, the ones that matter: the unions, the governors.”


“Will she?” O asked, and then answered his own question. “Certainly in the beginning.”


The front-runner’s gender wasn’t a handicap, O asserted. Nor was her undeserved reputation for meanness and deviousness insurmountable. Her problem was that she wasn’t a change. She was familiar.


“Change means new this time,” he explained. “And a black man with a Muslim name and a different way of doing things is about as new as it gets.”


He asked Cal if she thought she was owed the nomination; not to test him, but because O hadn’t decided whether his opponent was running out of a sense of entitlement, and believed Cal would have an informed opinion that could help him make up his mind. Cal recognized the genuine curiosity behind the question and admired it.


“No, she’s too experienced and too smart to believe that. I think she feels she’s lucky the country’s in such a bad mood that she has the opportunity to reintroduce herself.”


O paused for a moment to consider Cal’s response, before nodding in agreement. Then he stood up to indicate the brief interview was over. He asked Cal to talk to Samuelson again before he made a decision. “Call me, too, if you need more convincing. The risk is worth the reward.”


O opened the door for him and put a hand on his shoulder.


“Do you know what all losing campaigns have in common?”


“What’s that?”


“Candidates who thought they were lucky.”





Spring 2011






[image: Image] CHAPTER 1 [image: Image]



Another day glided to a pleasant finish as Cal Regan walked the four blocks from his office to Lucille’s Bar and Grill. He let his mind idle for a few minutes to enjoy the fragrant, warm April evening and the scent of the beautiful young woman who brushed by him and smiled when he caught her eye.


At thirty-four, he was impressively accomplished: he’d been a prodigy on Capitol Hill, where in six years he had risen from summer legal intern to chief of staff in the office of a Senate luminary famous for spotting and nurturing political genius; executive director of the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee in the election that returned Democrats to power; deputy manager of the president’s campaign (responsible for, among other things, placating and gently disappointing major donors, party VIPs, Hollywood celebrities, and useful reporters); and a deputy again, to the head of the president-elect’s transition team.


He had expected and was offered a coveted position on the White House staff, assistant to the president and director of the Office of Congressional Relations, where his practiced manner with sensitive egos could help assuage any distress caused by the president’s aloofness and his chief of staff’s brusqueness. He had turned it down, pleading the urgent need to settle a lingering student loan debt. In truth, he had correctly estimated that his market value at the time would not be increased by the position, and had decided to acquire wealth immediately. He had remained useful in various ways to his White House patrons in the expectation that he would return to public service in the second term, in a more prestigious capacity.


Two weeks after news of his availability caught the attention of Washington’s most prominent deal makers, he was made a partner in the preeminent Democratic law firm of Hanson, Strong LLP, and de facto head of its government relations practice. Even the most illustrious of his new partners valued his connections and talent, and regarded him with a mixture of relief and regret. They understood that his smiling presence in the richly appointed partners’ library would assure the firm’s continued mining of wealth from politics, just as it signaled the beginning of a quiet end to their own days of supremacy among Washington’s permanent elite. Thus it always was, they graciously conceded to themselves: the old must give way to the new.


Another, less valuable partner would serve officially as the firm’s director of government relations, sparing Regan the necessity of registering as a lobbyist—a distinction that could complicate his future plans. Both men understood the arrangement to be the kind employed in a city where appearances were more important than titles. Both knew who would be giving orders.


Regan had signed a new client today, an important one: the country’s newest software billionaire, a man much like himself who winked at the fussy guardians and moldier conventions of both their businesses, and paid them just enough attention to encourage them to get out of his way. Cal was flattered that his client recognized they had much in common. And now, as young, influential, handsome, and almost wealthy Cal Regan made his way to Lucille’s, he had few cares worth bothering about.


He entered unnoticed and, reaching the bar, placed a hand on his friend Michael Lowe’s shoulder. “Mick” to his friends, and “Mickey” when Regan was in an expansive mood, Lowe was short and muscular, the effect of habitual weight training that had caused one observer to describe him as “a squared-off fireplug of a guy.” He kept his hair cropped so short that people incorrectly assumed he was anticipating baldness. He had a menacing look and an incongruously soft, high-pitched voice, for which he compensated with the extra ridicule he used when defending his opinions.


Lowe and Regan were genuine friends rather than “Washington friends,” those utilitarian, affectionless acquaintanceships prevalent in the nation’s capital. They had been close since Regan had hired him to run opposition research at the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, and had recommended him for a bigger if less specific job in the ’08 campaign. Lowe had made his reputation by expertly sowing mayhem: conjuring from minor and ambiguously related facts in an opponent’s record hints of possible scandal, and whispering those hints into the right reporter’s ear. Regan had been the first to recognize his gifts, and Lowe was beholden to him.


Mick Lowe was a Cal Regan guy. They enjoyed each other’s company and valued their alliance. They looked out for each other. Lowe had recently opened his own public affairs shop, offering full-service consulting to corporate and political clients. He and his partners relied on Regan to recommend them to his clients, particularly clients whose competitors enjoyed unnecessarily positive reputations. Regan knew he could turn to Lowe for almost any favor anytime he needed one.


Lowe turned to greet Regan with a “Hey, man,” and nodded his head to indicate the table where Madison Cohan sat with her colleagues. Her familiar throaty laughter was distinctly audible over the din of the crowd. She saw them look at her and gave Regan a smile and a little wave. He returned the acknowledgment as casually as he could, careful not to appear delighted to see her.


Maddy Cohan always managed to make him self-conscious, causing him to premeditate every reaction to her, even simple gestures of greeting. Few people had this effect on him, and it irritated him. Were it not for the fact he was in love with her, he would have disliked her.


“She’s got something,” Lowe alerted him.


Mistakenly assuming it a reference to her sex appeal, Regan offered a crude reply: “Yeah, a great ass, the not-so-secret secret to her charm.”


“Still pining?”


“I never want what I can’t have, Mickey.”


“Is that so?”


Lowe knew his friend had a romantic interest in Maddy Cohan that had begun the moment she had introduced herself to Regan during the last campaign. She had been a very junior reporter, not long out of journalism school, when she walked up to Regan after a press conference and asked to take him to lunch. Senior staff on a presidential campaign seldom have the time or curiosity to sit down to an unscheduled lunch with a reporter no one has ever heard of before, but Regan had smiled and said, “Sure, give me ten minutes,” and gone to fetch his coat. A few days later, he had instructed Lowe to give her the first look at some opposition research the campaign had just finished.


“Why should we give it to a kid working for a fucking website startup,” Lowe had asked, “instead of the Times or Post?”


“What do you check first thing in the morning now? The Times? Post? Or that fucking website start-up?” Regan had answered.


“Kansas City Star.”


Lowe was a K.C. native. He had no intention of ever returning to his hometown, but he remained a sentimental booster of its attractions, especially its lackluster professional sports franchises.


“And after you find out the Chiefs still suck?” Regan teased.


“My horoscope.”


Lowe had talked briefly to Maddy a few minutes before Regan arrived and had gotten the sense she was working on a story about the president’s reelection campaign, which had recently opened its headquarters in Chicago. She had only asked if he had heard anything from Chicago. But Mick Lowe prided himself on his ability to detect reporters’ ulterior motives even when they were disguised in seemingly innocent questions, or attractively packaged in the person of Maddy Cohan.


“That’s it? That’s all she asked?” Cal queried him. “I think that’s called a conversation starter, Mickey, you suspicious bastard. Is there news from Chicago?”


“Yeah, it’s still fucking snowing. I don’t know, but she does. It’s not what she asked but how she asked, with that superfly smile of hers.”


Neither Mick nor Cal was close to Stu Trask, the veteran strategist whom the president had asked to manage his campaign, but they weren’t adversaries either. Trask had come on board late in the last campaign. He had done work for several of the candidates competing for the nomination and had sat out the primaries. After O had clinched the nomination, Trask was one of the first calls Avi Samuelson, the president’s closest advisor, had made. He and Trask had worked together early in their careers in several losing campaigns, and friendships formed in failure often outlast those made in happier circumstances.


When Trask arrived in Chicago as a senior advisor without portfolio, he was shown deference by staff who had worked for the campaign since its unpromising beginning and had learned how to avoid Avi Samuelson’s displeasure. Regan had been careful to treat Trask respectfully, but neither man had been genuinely impressed by the other. Regan wasn’t surprised Trask hadn’t sought his advice as he assembled his headquarters or thought to include him in semiregular discussions with outside advisors, and he wasn’t troubled by it either. Everyone, including Stu Trask, knew the campaign’s command center wasn’t in Chicago but in Avi Samuelson’s West Wing office—just a few feet from the president’s—where Cal Regan was a frequent visitor.


Regan finished his drink and, on the pretense of good manners, went to say hello to Maddy Cohan. Lowe trailed after him.


“How are you, Maddy?”


“I’m well, Cal. You? You know Jeanne and Tim, right?”


Jeanne and Tim Sears, Maddy Cohan’s close friends and former colleagues, had left journalism a few months after they married. Jeanne had crossed the divide to work as communications director for a newly elected Democratic senator from her home state. Tim had traded the cachet of working for the latest multimedia venture for a living wage, shorter hours, and an office with windows at a midsize public relations firm. Neither regretted the decision.


Maddy motioned for them to sit down, and Regan pulled a chair next to hers.


Tim Sears greeted him with the information that they were now sharing a client.


“Who’s that?”


“I understand you just signed or are about to sign Allen Knowles. He’s my account at Fenwick.”


Knowles was the client Regan had signed that day. He wasn’t sure which annoyed him more: that someone who had been in PR for less than a year was the lead on a major account, or that Sears knew he had signed Knowles before Regan knew that Sears had.


“Great. We’ll be working together, then. Look forward to it. Did I hear you’re changing beats, Maddy?” Regan asked, surmising that if she was working on a Chicago story, she would be leaving Capitol Hill, where she’d been assigned after the election, to cover the campaign.


“Where’d you hear that?”


“Can’t remember, offhand. Gossip I picked up somewhere. Back to the glamorous life of campaign reporting, I heard.”


“Well, you know more than I do, then. Will hasn’t decided, or he hasn’t announced anyway, who we’re rotating to the campaigns. I’m happy on the Hill, really. People talk to reporters there.”


Will was Willem Janssen, Maddy’s editor, who had left a promising career at a newspaper of record to start Body Politic with financing from a bored billionaire and a plan to make his new venture irresistible to Washington insiders by accelerating the news cycle from a day to an hour with hypercoverage of everything said or done by anyone with political credentials. His success at monetizing Washington’s self-obsessive nature had marked him as a potential savior of political journalism. He was much disliked by editors and reporters still working for newspapers with cratering ad revenue, and who felt demeaned chasing stories his reporters had broken first or, in the opinion of some disgruntled critics, “invented.”


“Who doesn’t talk to you, Maddy?” Lowe mischievously offered. “You’re as well sourced as they come.”


“Well, you never made much of a habit of it, Mick. I think I’m still waiting for you to return a hundred or so of my calls.”


“I’m the strong, silent type, Maddy. But my love runs deep.”


“More like the use ’em and lose ’em type. Your love is entirely transactional.”


Jealous of her attention, Regan cut short their teasing. “Let’s get back to discussing your plans for the future. Are you gonna cover the reelect?”


“Why the interest, Cal? Aren’t you too busy getting rich to worry about who’s covering the campaign?”


“Simply expressing an interest in your career.”


“Cal, when did you start taking an interest in careers other than your own?”


This stung him. He did not want to appear just another self-important, cynical Washington operator. Not to her. Were he to confess he’d been hurt by the remark, she would assure him she had just been teasing. But in Regan’s experience, people revealed more of their real opinions in jest than in gentler conversation. He felt an urgent necessity to make every effort to improve her opinion of him, and wouldn’t leave the table until he was certain he had made good progress toward that end.


Ninety minutes later, only Cal and Maddy were still there. The Searses had relatives visiting the next day, and Lowe had made his own excuses when he saw his presence had become superfluous. They remained there another two hours, talking quietly about themselves: families and old friendships; their simplest pleasures, rarely indulged anymore; early ambitions long abandoned and vague aspirations to other, more virtuous occupations. He showed her a picture of his recently acquired sailboat. She showed him a picture of a towheaded three-year-old, her niece. Progress was made.
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Walter Lafontaine asked the bartender to turn up the volume so he could hear over the busy airport noise the clip he would watch several more times that day after he arrived in Chicago.


The object of Walter’s attention was Tom Morrison, presently the class of the Republican field of presidential candidates, who was just finishing another well-delivered speech. The scion of a prominent Philadelphia family, Morrison graduated twenty-first in his West Point class and first at Ranger School; completed postgraduate work at Yale University; deployed on his first combat tour as a corps commander; was awarded a fourth star prior to assuming control of the United States Central Command; had a brief private sector career as CEO of one of the largest defense contractors in the country; and served one term as governor of the state where his company was headquartered, the first Republican to hold the office in twenty years.


“Tom Terrific,” the sobriquet assigned him by jealous fellow officers during his swift ascent to a theater command, was now employed by rival campaigns. Walter Lafontaine never referred to him by any other name, except in playful moods when he called him “Tommy Terrific” or “Tommy Too Fucking Terrific.” The speech clip finished playing and the ensuing cable chatter quickly turned to another subject. Walter paid for his bourbon and walked to his gate. On his way, he daydreamed again of becoming the instrument of Tom Terrific’s destruction.


Walter Lafontaine had been born in St. John the Baptist Parish, Louisiana, three weeks before his father, Andre, decamped for parts unknown, leaving behind his wife and infant son, a mortgage in arrears, and a photograph of himself playing the accordion. The instrument had vanished with his father, alerting his mother, Geraldine, not to expect Andre’s return. Seven weeks later, after receiving a welcoming reply to a letter she had hastily written to her brother, Geraldine and Walter boarded a bus for Chicago and a new home in desolate Englewood on the city’s South Side, where absent fathers were common and children who reached adulthood without criminal records or unplanned pregnancies were considered overachievers and a credit to their mothers’ perseverance.


Walter loved his mother, and he remembered as one of his two proudest moments the April afternoon seven years ago when he had given her the keys to a bungalow on South Calumet Avenue in Chatham, Englewood’s more prosperous neighbor. The other was the day his friend had been elected president of the United States.


How quickly they had become inseparable! “Where’s Walter?” was the familiar first question from the impatient young organizer to his welcoming committee of skeptical neighborhood matriarchs. Walter, who was never as punctual as Geraldine wished, would turn up for the meeting a few minutes later, with a “Hello, Mr. O,” and a grin and good manners for the ladies, who wished he were their son and babied him.


Walter was a local darling in those days, and O a handsome stranger, shiny and exotic, paying a brief visit to their neglected world on his way to becoming someone. They were gracious to O, and thought it possible he would remember them, or a composite notion of them, after he had gone. They would be part of his story. But Walter was part of theirs. He was one of their blessed children, the ones who didn’t get hurt or messed up, who proved an Englewood mother with no husband could teach a child how to slip past the statistics and become a man without having to hurt a soul.


Walter remembered the day he met O as his first comprehension of elegance. There was nothing extravagant about him. No strutting. No flash. He was all poise and balance. There seemed nothing false, nothing imitated. He was slender and square-shouldered. The two young men he arrived with were in jeans and sneakers. O was at ease in a white button-down shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows and striped tie loosened, gray slacks and slightly scuffed black loafers. He had come to organize voter registration teams, but the volunteers began at once to instruct him. Talking over one another, interrupting, complaining, they gave Englewood’s usual greeting to outsiders.


Walter watched O absorb the initial confusion, letting it run on for a bit while he nodded, as if someone were making sense. Then he held up his hands and said, “All right. I hear you. I hear you. We’ve got one job to do, and twelve different ways to do it or not do it. So how are we going to register more voters in Englewood so that Englewood helps elect people who won’t forget about Englewood? I want to hear your ideas, and talk about a few of my own, if you don’t mind listening.”


Walter loved him from that moment. He loved how he projected authority without insulting anyone, how he disregarded their babbled protests without appearing dismissive, how he bent them to his purpose without seeming to bully or condescend.


Inspired, Walter played his practiced role of quick and willing student. When registration sites were discussed, he promised that a dozen local businesses, fast-food restaurants mostly, would be willing to offer their premises. He said he had already talked to the owners, and made a mental note to reach at least half of them before the day was over to make sure they wouldn’t make a liar out of him. When deputy registrars were proposed, he shouted a “Yessir!” when his name was mentioned. Everyone smiled at his mother in acknowledgment of his good-natured enthusiasm, a rare attribute for an Englewood teenager.


Three weeks later, he turned in more signatures than any other Englewood registrar. Notice was taken and praise offered when Walter, wearing a white shirt and tie, unexpectedly turned up at a meeting in Washington Park. He asked to join O’s ten-person staff. “I’ll do a good job,” he promised. Remembering the effect the boy’s enthusiasm had on the others at their first meeting in Englewood, O indulged him.


“Yeah? And which job is that?”


“Any one you give me, Mr. O.”


“Aren’t you in school, Walter?”


“I got two months left before I graduate. But I’m done at three every day and can work as long as you want me to after.”


“I couldn’t pay you anything. Not much anyway.”


“That’s all right. I’d be doing it for the cause, Mr. O, just like you.”


He slipped an arm around the boy’s shoulder and said, “Walter, you are the cause.” Then he gave him a card with an address on it and told him to meet him there the following Monday afternoon. By the summer, Walter was always at his side. My cheerleading squad, O thought, as Walter’s exuberance roused another group of disorganized volunteers from inertia, got them clapping and laughing and listening. His protégé, Walter presumed, having heard the word used to describe the disciple of a famous activist from another time.


O included Walter in his frequent basketball games. O’s style was crafty and smooth. He let the game come to him and played for the win. He had a decent jumper. He could get to the hoop, often on a fake-right, drive-left move that he would finish with a reverse layup. But he looked to pass more than he did to score. And he seemed more pleased with himself when he dished a no-look or behind-the-back for an assist. When Walter had the ball he was reluctant to give it up. He saw only the hoop, not the players. He’d put his head down and drive the lane no matter how many taller men were in his way, and as often as not, he’d turn it over or have it smacked back into his face by a laughing defender.


“Jesus, Walter, who do you think you are?” O would tease him. “Muggsy Bogues? It’s not one-on-one, man. Take it easy. Pull up and shoot a jumper. Or try passing it once in a while.”


More African Americans and Hispanics voted in Cook County that year than in any previous election. Much praise was lavished on O as the attractive public face of the county’s most successful voter registration drive in memory, the young man from somewhere else who had bet his future on the battered hopes of the city’s disadvantaged. He belonged to Chicago now. Walter believed Chicago would belong to O, and sooner than anyone expected.


One night at supper, not long after the election, Walter told Geraldine he planned to work for the mayor someday. “Not Daley, Mama. Mr. O. He’s gonna be the mayor someday. I know it.” And I’ll be there, too, he told himself.


City hall might have been O’s destination. He had considered it. But grander opportunities soon came his way. O’s successes didn’t surprise him. He never saw them, as others did, as an impressive run of unusually good luck. He believed in himself. The good timing observers complimented him on was the product of his confidence that he could exceed expectations at anything he put his mind to, which allowed him to glimpse possibilities in faint chances. And if he failed, he assured himself, he would still do better than predicted and increase the probability of success next time.


O had anticipated a clear field for an open seat in the state senate. But he showed little concern when several more established names unexpectedly competed for it. He simply cleared the field himself by sending Walter and a few others to scrutinize signatures on his rivals’ ballot petitions and identify enough irregularities to file successful challenges with the Board of Elections. A few patrons advised him it would be imprudent to begin a political career by disqualifying opponents rather than defeating them. I did defeat them, he thought to himself, before politely dismissing the concern, whether they accept it or not.


He offered Walter a small stipend to work part-time in his district office on the condition that Walter continue a full course load at Illinois Tech, where, with O’s help, he had enrolled three years before. Walter hadn’t needed the encouragement, but he was glad of it nonetheless. Nothing gratified him more than O’s demonstrated interest in his future. Two years later, however, he was reluctant to accept his patron’s advice that he apply to Tech’s law school, preferring to begin a full-time career in service to the man whose friendship and future success would, he felt certain, be a greater advantage to him than a law degree.


“You don’t need a lawyer, Mr. O. You are a lawyer.”


“It’s not for me, Walter. It’s for you. A law degree opens up a lot of doors. Time’s gonna come when you’ll need to start taking care of your mother instead of her taking care of you. And you won’t be able to do that working for me right now. There’s not a living in it. Not even for me.”


“It’d be good enough for now, wouldn’t it? You’re not planning to stay in Springfield forever?”


“No, not forever. But nothing’s likely to happen in the next few years. And if I do something else it’s more likely I go back to practicing law than run for another office. I’ve got family relying on me, too. And who knows, huh? Maybe I’ll be on the lookout for a sharp young associate to work with. Somebody from Englewood, maybe. Somebody who takes good care of his mother.”


Walter didn’t believe O had any intention of leaving politics. After all, he was just getting started. But whatever O became, Walter intended to be his most dutiful follower, and so he went, as bidden, to law school.


By the age of twenty-six, Walter was an associate at a prominent Chicago firm with an extensive civil rights practice, and at liberty to volunteer assistance to the Cook County Democratic Party, particularly to one of its most promising junior state senators. The arrangement continued for several years to the satisfaction of everyone involved. As O flourished, so did Walter.


When O entered a crowded primary for a vacant U.S. Senate seat, Walter was granted a leave of absence to serve as his personal aide. He was seated in the VIP enclosure, cheering himself hoarse, the night O delivered the speech to the party’s national convention that made his reputation as the most promising politician of his generation. He got drunk on election night out of elation when the returns, as expected, indicated a lopsided result in O’s favor. He understood when O explained he would need Walter to remain in Chicago rather than move to Washington, and hinted that another campaign might occur sooner than expected.


Harder to take was the decision, conveyed to him by the manager of O’s presidential campaign, that Walter would not be given the position he had assumed was his. Someone from the D.C. staff, someone not from the South Side, not even from Chicago, had been asked to be the candidate’s personal aide. “Jesus, Walter, you’re too old to be the body man. O wants you here,” he had been told, with no further explanation. He was made one of several deputies to the campaign’s political director, and was assigned responsibility for organizing Illinois, which was, obviously, a minor concern. All other deputies had multiple states in their jurisdictions. It was hard for Walter not to feel it as an insult. But after a couple of weeks of feeling depressed, and despite a few episodic recurrences when he tried and failed to assume other responsibilities, Walter did as he was told with as much cheer as he could muster.


The worst blow arrived a month after the night Walter had stood among the multitude and wept copiously as his friend was declared the president-elect of the United States. “The greatest night in the history of America,” Walter had shouted to a Chicago reporter of long acquaintance.


A few minutes were all he had. The president-elect’s time was a carefully managed resource and often scheduled in quarter-hour increments. Avi Samuelson had made passing mention of Walter’s expectations, and had promised to take responsibility for disappointing him. But O had insisted on delivering the news himself. “He’ll take it better coming from me,” he explained. “He usually does.”


Walter listened disbelievingly as O, affecting his familiar attitude of solicitous older brother, encouraged him to see the bright side in the bewildering estrangement proposed. “Walter, you’re thirty-five years old. If you want to come to Washington, we’ll find you something. But right now it wouldn’t be anything worth your time. My best advice is to stay here and make some money for the next couple, three years. I’ll need you here for the reelect anyway. Wait for the second term, and we’ll find you something better than we could give you now. I promise.”


In the meantime, Walter would be well compensated for his loyalty and hard work. Samuelson, who had just that week finalized the sale to his partners of his interest in their profitable consulting firm, had made Walter’s employment there a condition of the president-elect’s continued favor and the generous retainer his former partners anticipated from the Democratic National Committee. They hadn’t flinched when the salary and title suggested exceeded their initial assessment of Walter’s value.


For the first time in their association, Walter felt too drained to protest. He was so incapacitated that when Mrs. O entered the room, he failed to recognize her presence as the signal for him to depart. He sat there a few moments longer, trying to discern the reasons for his hard fall from grace, before concluding what he feared would be his last intimate conversation with the man whose affection he cherished. It was she who impressed upon him the finality of the decision, when she instructed him, “Be sure to wish your mother Merry Christmas for us, Walter, and we’ll see you both at the inauguration.”


O walked Walter to the door, affectionately rubbing the back of his head as he told him again not to worry. He was still needed and appreciated. Everyone was just looking out for his best interests.


How that could be was a mystery to Walter. It seemed to him it had been a long while since anyone had given his interests any consideration at all. He had no need for an income greater than he could earn as a member of O’s staff. He lived frugally. His mother was comfortably situated. Everyone knew he had no plans to start a family of his own.


He was still mystified when he returned to Chicago from the inaugural celebration, without receiving a personal word from the new president and First Lady. The memory of his sorrow and listlessness in the months that followed still pained him occasionally. He had never determined the cause of his estrangement from O or the precise moment when their fates had begun to diverge. No one had ever hinted to Walter that his presumption of a familial relationship with the president had made the First Lady uncomfortable, to the point where she considered it a more serious transgression than it was.


In time, Walter’s tendency toward optimism returned and he recovered much of his vigor and natural exuberance. While he would never take anything for granted again, he believed he could yet redeem himself by once more proving to be indispensable to the cause. He had been greatly encouraged in that hope when Stu Trask called him last March—at the request, Trask said, of the president—and advised him to begin making arrangements to work full-time for the reelection campaign.


The president would officially announce his candidacy in the fall of 2011. But the campaign’s leadership had been chosen, and its new headquarters in Chicago’s Loop was already occupied and quietly staffing up.


Much of the political class had instinctively thought the physical establishment of a campaign so early in the year had been a mistake. He was running unopposed in the primaries except for a couple of fringe candidates who thought they could get a little free publicity for their various grievances. He could have easily set up an operation in the DNC and not opened a headquarters until the fall. Doing so this early exposed every administration decision to the taint of campaign politics.


Republicans, of course, had been making that charge since he had been inaugurated, but now the press would be more receptive to the criticism. But the president’s political team had played by different rules from the beginning, deriding conventions as anachronisms, and had succeeded beyond anyone’s expectations. The general acknowledgment of their prowess gave even Republicans pause to wonder if there was not some hidden advantage to starting so early.


In fact, the decision was based on nothing more complicated than the conviction of the president and his advisors that most Americans didn’t care. Voters had assumed all along that the president would run for reelection. As long as the press focused their 2011 campaign coverage, as they surely would, on the crowded Republican field, few voters would even notice that the president had a campaign headquarters.


The campaign wouldn’t run an ad or do an official candidate event other than the president’s reelection announcement until after the 2012 State of the Union address. In the meantime, it would build the most prepared, tested, and lavishly resourced reelection campaign in the history of American politics. As soon as it became clear who the Republican nominee would be, they wanted to make him feel instantly and completely besieged.


Trask had hinted, or so it seemed to Walter, that this time he would be given the authority appropriate for a man of his experience and talents and long friendship with the president. Yet on the day he reported for duty full of plans, which he had outlined on a legal pad in order of the priority he thought they deserved, he had received little encouragement from Trask and no specific assignment. The older man had seemed distracted in their conversation that morning, and had dismissed him with the promise that they would talk again after he’d had time to consider Walter’s ideas.


Taught by previous disappointments not to let his intentions wait on events, Walter decided he would on his own initiative assume an important function in the president’s reelection. For the time being he would mainly concern himself with discovering the means to destroy Tom Morrison before the Republicans chose him as their nominee. Everyone knew the other Republican aspirants would prove less of a threat in the general election.


He picked up a hard line at headquarters to call the DNC and ask for the early research book on potential vulnerabilities in General Tom Morrison’s background. “Stu Trask wants me to look it over,” he reassured the reluctant staffer, who had never heard of Walter and hung up the phone wondering why Walter couldn’t just examine one of several copies that had been sent to the campaign. The next day Trask was asked in an e-mail from the DNC chairman’s chief of staff to confirm he wanted a copy delivered to Walter Lafontaine. Trask responded by e-mail, “no longer necessary,” and made a mental note to call Walter into his office that afternoon and sternly warn him never to invoke his name for anything unless he had been so instructed. But, distracted by the controversy about to engulf him, Trask forgot.
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O ran through his grievances as he dressed. They’d be waiting for him downstairs, and he intended to confront them before they could draw him into discussing their plans for his day.


How many weekends had it been now? The last five? Five consecutive weekends in the White House. His wife and kids had spent the last three Saturdays at Camp David. They no longer bothered to argue with him, their objection conveyed only by his wife’s disapproving look as he kissed his daughters good-bye. What was there to argue about? It’s not like he didn’t want to go. Christ, he was desperate for a few unbothered hours; turn his mind off for a bit, hit some golf balls. A few drives off the practice tee and some chipping and putting were as close as he could get to playing eighteen these days. After all that grief he had taken last fall, staff had managed to make him feel guilty about it. It was too much to ask for a few hours outdoors on the weekend, the only time he felt normal, out of the bubble. He had insisted from the beginning that his White House wasn’t going to fall into that trap. “The American people don’t give a shit,” he told his staff, “if the president takes his wife out for dinner or shoots some hoops or wants to spend a Sunday afternoon walking in the sunshine and joking with friends without agents smothering him, reporters shouting at him, and you guys crawling all over his ass.” CEOs can golf. Cabinet secretaries can golf. Four-star generals can golf. Members of Congress can golf any goddamn weekend they please. But if the president plays a round or two on the weekend, the press totals them up, checks the genders and campaign contributions of his foursomes, and runs stories about America’s golf-crazy president next to reports on that week’s casualties in Afghanistan.


One midterm election postmortem included a quote from a defeated House Democrat listing all the problems the party had failed to overcome. They included the typical complaints—the slow economic recovery, stubbornly high unemployment, the war, the bills that didn’t pass, the bills that did pass, the White House not doing enough, the White House doing too much, blah, blah, blah. Then he ended the litany with the observation, “and it sure didn’t help when people worried about losing their jobs, losing their houses, losing their kids in this endless war turned on their televisions every day and saw the president playing more golf.”


Avi Samuelson had showed it to him and said nothing while O read it. He knew not to belabor the obvious and let his crooked half-smile convey his message. What are you gonna do? I know it’s bullshit, but attention must be paid anyway.


O had suppressed the urge to rant out loud. Droll sarcasm was his preferred medium when displeased. Thanks very much. No concession prize for you, buddy. No embassy in a nice, quiet country to make you feel you’re not a complete loser. It’s back to selling real estate or whatever the hell you did before the voters of East Jesus sent you to Congress. Funny, I don’t remember you whining when I invited you to play.


“Okay. I got it. I hurt the economy when I play golf. I guess I’ll work eighteen hours on Saturdays and Sundays, too. Maybe I can get a second job on the weekends. Show folks I’m having just as tough a time as they are. Would that make everybody feel better?”


Samuelson had responded with a “beats me” shrug of his shoulders as he withdrew, leaving the offending clipping with the president. “He isn’t happy about it,” he told a colleague, “but he gets the picture.”


Samuelson shared O’s ironic, big-picture sensibility. He was the message guy, in charge of protecting the president’s brand from the corrosion of politics and the distortions of the media—and from the president himself, when the occasion required it. During O’s rise to national prominence the older Samuelson played the who-are-you-trying-to-kid, severe but protective big brother, forthright to the point of discourtesy when he thought O’s behavior was incompatible with his image as a practical idealist, a levelheaded agent of change. After the inauguration, Samuelson had become less of a scold and more circumspect in reproaching the president. Rather than the “you’re screwing up” warnings he had once summarily delivered, he typically relied on nonverbal expressions of disapproval: the blank stare and slow, audible exhalation of breath through his nostrils when O paused a rant for his senior counselor’s reaction. O knew Samuelson cared as much as he did that the world viewed his presidency and him as he wished to be viewed; as he wished to be.


At eleven o’clock today, for the second consecutive Saturday, O would meet with Democratic leaders in the private residence rather than the Roosevelt Room, where such gatherings usually convened. The informality was intended to contradict reports of discord and suspicion between the White House and Democrats in Congress. He would listen again as they seconded and occasionally contradicted one another about where they needed to focus their attention in the new Congress. There would be no notable accomplishments. They all knew that. The Republicans had had a good election, finally, but the Democrats could set some traps for them. Galvanize the base by forcing cloture votes on a few judicial nominations. Maybe get a few small things done. Some kind of middle-class relief package, with a couple of little tax breaks in it. Republicans wouldn’t be able to block that. Something for small business, too, maybe the tax credit for new hires the president had campaigned on. “Nobody gets too worked up about the deficit when the government gives money back to them,” the House Democratic leader would wryly note. If they really went on the offensive, they might try to make the banks swallow limits on credit card interest. They hoped Republicans would try to stop that.


They wouldn’t say anything today they hadn’t said in several meetings before the State of the Union. As he knotted his tie that morning, O resolved to disappoint them. He would not offer tepid reassurances today and nod sympathetically as they anguished about their predicament. Not this time, he told himself as he left the room.


He would delay by fifteen minutes the national security briefing that typically began his day and explain he wished to discuss something first. A firm but dispassionate analysis would serve best. If he appeared piqued, they would dismiss the argument as early morning crankiness. “Our most important asset,” he would remind them, “is my ability to lead.” Although Samuelson wouldn’t dispute the predicate, he would ask him not to interrupt until he finished.


“And, guys, I’m tired. It’s been two months since the State of the Union. We’re nine months out before the Republicans start to choose their nominee. And I’m already starting to feel worn out. By this time next year, I’ll be exhausted. By the general election, I’ll be our biggest liability. I don’t intend to let that happen.


“The election won’t be decided by how many weekends I spend working in this office. It won’t be decided by how many hours I don’t spend on the golf course. It won’t be decided by how many days I spend hand-holding the leadership.


“The election will be decided by the answers to two questions. Did I, as promised, change Washington? And do a majority of voters approve of that change? We passed health care. We saved the economy from depression. We lost seats anyway.”


He did not need to mention the slow recovery and jobless numbers that had kept rising through the first quarter of last year and were still stubbornly high. They all understood this central fact of their predicament. They had inherited a mess, and voters didn’t care. They hadn’t made the mess go away fast enough.


“But the economy continues to improve and unemployment will come down,” O insisted. “Even if we don’t do another thing, even if I play golf every day and take the whole summer off, we’ll have the easier argument next time.”


His aides knew this. But they also knew the White House still had to make its case. White Houses on autopilot don’t appear to be in charge. They get the blame when things go wrong and none of the credit when things go right. And they lose.


“I’m not suggesting we phone it in for the next two years,” O added, anticipating their objection. “What we need now is to do a better job of showing voters we’re trying to change Washington. And how do we do that?”


Samuelson cleared his throat as he considered his response, but O waved him off and continued.


“Changing Washington doesn’t mean we have to do the impossible. It means not doing the predictable. Hunkering down is predictable. Playing by rules most people outside this city think are asinine is predictable.”


O knew they couldn’t change Congress. They couldn’t make Republicans play nice. They couldn’t change the news cycle. They couldn’t stop the phony conflictmongering. But they could change how they reacted to it.


“What’s the most unpredictable thing we can do?” he asked rhetorically. “We can ignore all that crap and be the adults. That’s what we said we’d do.”


He paused to emphasize that he had finished laying the basis for the instructions he would now issue.


“So, guys, we’re not going to keep me chained to this desk every weekend. As soon as I can this afternoon, I’m going to Camp David, and next Saturday, I’m going to Andrews to play eighteen holes of golf. It’s nonnegotiable.”


O then began to explain his plans for the meeting with the leadership. He wanted them to take another crack at climate change legislation. But they wouldn’t call it that. They wouldn’t mention cap and trade, which struck many voters as a remedy in search of a problem, and many others as such a personally expensive solution that they would rather live with melting glaciers and hotter summers. O would propose a new jobs bill, a clean technology jobs bill. They wouldn’t talk about it as part of a “green economy.” It would be the new economy, the economy that would create millions of new jobs, the economy that would keep America on top. Republicans would complain about the government interfering in the market, that O was picking winners and losers. O didn’t care, and neither would voters, he felt certain. Creating jobs that paid well impressed voters. Quoting Adam Smith didn’t.


He wanted to do more on education, too. More merit pay for teachers and more limits on tenure. Democrats would resist it. The unions wouldn’t like it. But parents would. Congress wouldn’t pass it, but he could campaign on it. “When we win, we’ll pick up seats in the bargain,” O told them. “They’ll bitch today and thank us later.”


O’s closest aides had heard this speech or one like it more than a dozen times. But it still impressed them. O’s reluctance to submit to the sillier conventions of politics was one of the qualities that had first attracted their interest.


He had a talent for distinguishing genuine threats from distractions that could become threats only if they diverted him from his central message. But recognizing the folly of something doesn’t guarantee a candidate won’t take the bait anyway. And O fell for it, usually out of pique, too often for Samuelson’s comfort. He was thin-skinned, and Samuelson told him so, bluntly and frequently, and warned he wouldn’t win a primary outside of his own state if he didn’t start practicing what he preached. O knew Samuelson was right and promised he would stop getting angry in public about things that didn’t matter and that he couldn’t do anything about. “But you’re going to have to let me vent to you,” he warned. “Or I won’t be able to help myself.”


“He’s a dream candidate in most ways,” Samuelson had remarked to his wife after they had lost a primary they’d expected to win, and O’s had been the coolest head in the room during the following day’s strategy meeting. “He’s so vain about keeping his shit together. That’s a good thing. His hide isn’t tough enough yet, but he knows it and he’s getting better. And when he loses it, he gets mad with himself when he’s done getting mad with the unlucky bastard who pissed him off.”


Like O, Samuelson knew a president’s public image was fixed, for better or worse, in his response to moments of crisis. If he appeared prepared and confident in adversity, then the public would be reassured by his insistence on preserving some normalcy in his private life. They would see it as evidence that he wasn’t unnerved by his responsibilities, and reject criticism of it as another irrelevant Washington obsession. Had the previous president not appeared so diffident after Katrina or paralyzed by Iraq, few people would have cared that he liked to spend time riding his bicycle at his ranch or couldn’t utter a coherent sentence without a script. O never appeared surprised by events or irresolute in adversity. Privately, however, he was not always as he appeared.


There were moments when he was uncertain of how to proceed, when the politics of an issue looked dangerous no matter which decision he made. He had agonized over the decision to send more troops to Afghanistan, pulled in opposite directions by disagreements among his advisors. The situation there seemed close to hopeless, he thought, although his generals assured him an acceptable outcome could be achieved if he committed the necessary resources. His national security advisor was more skeptical, but not adamant one way or another. The vice president, who could be rather pedagogical when discussing national security matters, felt strongly that the generals were in error, and nothing could be achieved that was worth the cost proposed. Many Democrats in Congress noisily agreed with the vice president’s view. Samuelson didn’t like what he had seen in the polls: a strong indication that public support for the war was nearly exhausted. O would have preferred to begin winding the whole thing down. The thought of overriding his generals appealed to him. He imagined future historians writing approvingly of his self-confidence and his conviction that a well-informed intellect was more important in a chief executive than experience.


But he had campaigned on a promise to strengthen the commitment to Afghanistan. Were he to reverse his position, it would be difficult to convince the public he had been sincere, and it would increase people’s apprehension, despite their own doubts about the war, that he did not have the stomach for the bloodier work of being president. His generals and secretary of defense argued that were he to maintain the current force in Afghanistan or only slightly increase it, they couldn’t answer for the consequences, intimating he could expect any increase in casualties to be blamed on his refusal to send reinforcements. Full and immediate withdrawal was not an option. No one argued it was. Chaos would immediately ensue in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and it would shatter the confidence of allied nations in Washington’s willingness to do the hard things they refused to do.


His frustration over his dilemma threatened to crack his composure. He was impatient over small impositions on his time and truculent in minor disagreements with staff. He became animated in his irritation over leaks to the press as his warring advisors sought to recruit reporters to their side of the conflict. He feared nothing more than losing control of his own destiny, and for a time he worried he was doing just that. It was then that the president’s golf game began to be discussed by his chief of staff and closest counselor, after a Republican critic had enlivened an otherwise unremarkable cable interview with the accusation “When the going gets tough, the president goes golfing.”


Samuelson began to worry that when a decision was finally made, someone on the losing side of the argument wouldn’t merely leak his dissatisfaction to the press, but would paint a picture of an anxious and insecure chief executive. To his relief, nothing of the sort happened. The president’s uncharacteristic behavior was a confidential and soon forgotten curiosity. And though he disagreed with the decision, Samuelson marveled over how O had managed to play for time without looking indecisive in public but, rather, commendably deliberative. And when he had finally made up his mind, the public’s impression that he had carefully considered all options made it easier for him to sell his decision to those who were disappointed by it.


Successful politicians are often suspected of harboring a duality in their personalities. O was frequently a subject of speculative psychoanalysis, a favorite pastime in Washington, which suggested such a diagnosis. Much of it was merely idle dinner party conversation. In other instances, essayists subjected the president’s character to their scrutiny. Some concluded he possessed the facility of a first-rate intellect, the ability to hold two opposing ideas simultaneously. Others were convinced he suffered from a mild form of the disorder popularly known as split personality. “Good O and bad O,” they explained. O mocked these pedantic attempts to explore his psyche, noting that the analyses were rarely qualified by an observation that would have occurred to less insightful readers: human nature contains contradictions. Individuals can be generous at times and selfish at others, audacious in some situations and cautious in others; and people who tended to be idealists were occasionally susceptible to bouts of cynicism. That didn’t make them strangers to reason or their personalities particularly complex.


Avi Samuelson understood that the risk-taking side of the president’s personality was less audacious than assumed. O acted boldly when he perceived few disadvantages to doing so, when failure would pose no more than a temporary inconvenience. But when an adverse outcome threatened more serious injury, he was sensibly reluctant to take the risk and adroit at explaining his cautiousness as a public service. More than once, he had reversed or, more charitably, “redefined” a position he had previously proclaimed as principled by identifying a more effective way to advance the principle in question.


“He’s no less calculating than any other politician,” Samuelson had once reassured a colleague who considered cynicism an indispensable political virtue. But most politicians calculate only a proposed action’s probability of success, and if they conclude the odds favor failure, they reject it. The president, however, grasped the limitations of that assessment. The odds of success or failure were a secondary consideration. Far more instructive was his assessment of whether the rewards of success substantially outweighed the consequences of failure.


O was neither innately audacious nor cautious, Samuelson concluded. He just took a longer view than most politicians. If a tactical victory could advance his strategic interest and failure not destroy it, he would act boldly. If it didn’t work out, he moved on without cursing his fate or shifting the blame onto an unfortunate subordinate. He had strategic focus, which Samuelson believed only the most exceptional political intellect could sustain through the strain of a long campaign.


The meeting with the leadership exceeded expectations. “A real love-fest,” Samuelson later characterized it to his personal assistant. “I thought he was gonna sneak a cigarette after.”


“We’re on the same page, Mr. President,” the Senate whip assured him. “Jobs should be our first priority. They should be our only priority. Nothing else matters.” All the participants pitched in with ideas of how to package the legislation and sell it. The House leader suggested the president unveil it at a specially convened “jobs summit” with industry leaders who stood to benefit most from the legislation. Several presidential jobs summits had previously been convened with great fanfare and had, disappointingly, failed to encourage public confidence or have a positive impact on the economy beyond a minor and temporary boost to the Washington hospitality industry. “Maybe you should hold it outside Washington,” the leader added. “Maybe in coal country.”


It was generally agreed that money to finance the jobs bill could be found, although most refrained from identifying specific reductions to offset the new expenditure. Some cuts would obviously have to come out of the defense budget, they acknowledged. They would leave it to the Office of Management and Budget to identify precisely where, as long as it didn’t affect spending on any major weapons system. Defense companies were notorious for spreading the wealth they accumulated by manufacturing the nation’s state-of-the-art weaponry among dozens of congressional districts and the campaign coffers of influential members of Congress. While no one suggested it, the idea had occurred to all of them that were O to wind down America’s involvement in Afghanistan, the savings would cover the new spending.


Minutes after the meeting concluded, the Democratic leaders marched together to the North Lawn of the White House and proclaimed to the bank of television cameras assembled there that they and the president were in total agreement on the most important responsibility of the new Congress: “putting Americans back to work.” They hoped Republicans shared their concern for the unemployed, although their facial expressions suggested they had doubts on that score.


Not long after his guests had departed, the president, accompanied by a single aide and two Secret Service agents, walked briskly toward the South Lawn, where a marine helicopter was waiting to fly him to Camp David. He was less satisfied with the outcome of the meeting than the others had been. Members of Congress often put him ill at ease when they became excited about something he said. He was never quite sure they had understood him correctly. But on the whole, he was pleased there hadn’t been any arguments and relieved he had managed to salvage part of his weekend. And at that moment his mind was pleasantly occupied with plans to enjoy it. There were enough daylight hours left to practice his swing and putting. He would spend the evening watching a movie or two with his wife and children. On Sunday, they would do something outside together. A warm spring day was forecast. Maybe a hike, he thought, and then another hour or so on the practice tee.


His reverie was interrupted by his personal aide, who put a hand on his shoulder to get his attention. When the president turned around, he saw Avi Samuelson awkwardly jogging toward them. Little of the ensuing conversation could be heard by its witnesses. Samuelson had to shout in the president’s ear to be heard over the noise of the helicopter. He needed the president’s immediate attention. O looked at his aide as if he was going to say something. Then he shook his head and turned around to walk with Samuelson back to the Oval Office.
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The third ring of his cell phone roused Cal Regan to semiconsciousness. He waited for it to stop. Then, prompted by her scent lingering in the bed linens, he turned to reach for her. He found only the comforter drawn back, and the impression her body had left on the sheet and pillowcase. Exhausted, their limbs still entangled, waiting for their heart rates to slow, they had smiled into each other’s eyes and slipped into drunken, fitful sleep. Or at least he had. Did she sleep? Had she ever slept in his bed? He couldn’t be sure. She was never there in the morning. Between his last conscious moment and the early hour when he would rise, she would gently untangle herself from his embrace, dress, and slip away, leaving him to awake to the sensations of hangover and disappointment and stir discontentedly in his empty bed as he recollected spent pleasures.


He had joked with her about it once, hoping to draw her out. “Why the vanishing act all the time? Seeing someone else?”


“Do you feel used?” she teased. “I’m sorry. Next time I’ll leave a note. ‘Thanks for the good time, sailor.’”


“I’ll buy you a toothbrush, make you coffee, scramble some eggs. We can stay in bed. Read the papers.”


“Aw, so sweet. Do you miss me when you wake up? Sorry, baby, I’m a busy girl. A busy, busy girl.”


He thought he looked haggard in the medicine cabinet mirror. It could have been the effect of the late night and heavy drinking. But maybe it was a symptom of the strange emotion he was experiencing—something more than disappointment. Someone more accustomed to the vicissitudes of love might have recognized it as a form of grief. Another Sunday to put to some less enjoyable use. Thousands of couples were snug in their beds, naked, warm, luxuriating in the first rays of what promised to be a sunny spring day. Cal Regan was alone in his bathroom, fumbling with a bottle of aspirin, shouting, “Who the fuck calls at this hour on a Sunday?”


It was Avi Samuelson.


“We need to talk to you about something today. How soon can you get down here?”


“Down where? The White House?”


“No, Miami. Yes, the fucking White House. Where do you think we work?”


“It’s just, uh, it’s Sunday morning. Thought you might not be in the office. Give me an hour? I just got up.”


“Make it thirty minutes.”


“Okay. What’s going on?”


“See you in thirty.”


“Who’s we?” Regan wondered aloud as he hurriedly showered.


Samuelson’s assistant met him in the West Wing lobby and escorted him up a staircase to the West Sitting Hall, where the president had met with the leadership the day before. Cal Regan had never before been invited to the First Family’s living quarters. For that matter, he had never been invited to a meeting with the president in the Oval Office. He tried not to gawk as he passed through the Central Hall toward a room with an elaborately carved lunette window, where Samuelson, several other aides, and the president of the United States were waiting. Regan had the impression they had been there a while, and had exhausted whatever subject they had gathered to discuss. The president, sunk into an oversize armchair, looked tired.


“Good to see you, Cal. Sorry for the short notice,” the president offered. “As you can see,” he added sourly, “we don’t have anything better to do on a Sunday morning than work. We’ve got an issue, a personnel problem.”


O asked his press secretary, Rick Noth, to provide the background. It was Noth’s call to Samuelson the day before that initiated a hectic eighteen hours of investigation and planning that culminated in the meeting now under way.


A reporter whom Noth trusted had called to inquire into “a rumor making the rounds” that Stu Trask “had a situation.” The reporter didn’t know what kind of “situation” Trask was rumored to have, but it wouldn’t have become a rumor if its implications were harmless. The reporter was looking to break a story, a story he knew other reporters had been working on longer than he had. He was not calling for comment but for information. He had hoped that if the White House was looking for a reporter who could be trusted to break the story in a way that minimized damage to its interests, the press secretary, with whom he had a long and friendly relationship, and who was the subject of two flattering profiles the reporter had authored (which had dealt at length with the subject’s quick wit, strategic mind, encyclopedic knowledge of sports trivia, and exceptionally close relationship with the president; the description “almost like a member of the First Family” had been used in both profiles), would recommend him for the job.
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