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In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.

—Dwight D. Eisenhower,
farewell address to the nation,
January 17, 1961



“Home is the place where, when you have to go there,
They have to take you in.”



“I should have called it
Something you somehow haven’t to deserve.”



—Robert Frost
“The Death of the Hired Man”


PROLOGUE
 [image: ]

Dubai, United Arab Emirates, November 1992. It was a mating dance, and the watcher studied it through binoculars. All around the gleaming machines on the runway, the dancers met and parted, while others thronged the viewing stands to watch silvery streaks high above the desert. For music they had the thunder of aircraft engines, and for intoxication, the pungency of jet fuel in the morning air. Young pilots, their flight suits as gaudy as prom dresses, strutted the tarmac, as if to say, “Dance with me!” Along the rows of fighter jets, the salesmen from Dassault, from Saab, from Lockheed and McDonnell Douglas, leaned up against their shiny aircraft like boys who lounge against the fenders of waxed muscle cars. Dance with us! And the objects of all this technosexual display were no blushing ingenues, but middle-aged men in suits and caftans, with briefcases and laptops, who trolled in clusters along the ranks of fighter jets, their eyes hidden chastely behind dark glasses.

From inside an air-conditioned hut a short distance away, the watcher’s slim finger rotated the knurled wheel on his binoculars, tightening focus on one of the groups in this crowd. His stare was intent but patient. He watched the crowd the way a cat, motionless near a stone wall, waits for a small animal to appear. From head to toe, there was something oddly feline about the silver-haired man with the binoculars, all stillness and inscrutability, as though, without warning and without expression, he might pounce. Or purr.

It was early. The sun had not long since risen from the Gulf of Oman and still threw a pink light on the desert hilltops of Muscat, far to the southeast. At the world’s largest open market for weaponry, the merchants liked to begin the day at sunup, before the deep blue of the cloudless sky faded to white, and a tyrannical sun fired the tarmac into refractory and heated the wings of the fighter planes into skillets. In the early morning, the colors were richer, too: the orange of the flight suits of the Italian pilots brighter, the horizon purpler, the gleam of the Hughes AMRAAM and Raytheon AIM-9X sidewinder missile arrays as white as vanilla ice cream.

Cats dislike heat, and prefer distance. The watcher had no desire to join the crowds outside, to touch the airplanes or see their aerobatics. Much of his life had been spent in places where only the prospect of money made the heat bearable. From his position in the hut, he had a better perspective on the dance anyway.

From the moment the watcher had arrived three days before, he had sensed more than the usual air-show buzz. Since the high-tech circus that was the ’91 Gulf War, nothing had been selling better than American. Rumors of record deals were bruited all over the town. The Taiwanese would spend more than $5 billion for F-16s. And then there was the Saudi deal: 150 fighter jets, for a stunning $9 billion, enough money to make even the heart of an arms merchant skip. This was not a mere air show. It was a feeding frenzy.

The binoculars found their object, and the watcher sharpened the focus until he could see even the little drops of perspiration on the forehead of the McDonnell Douglas sales rep who was, at that moment, polishing the canopy of an F-15. Crossing the tarmac toward him, escorted by American pilots, was a party of three short Asian men in tan suits and open-necked shirts.

The watcher had long studied the dance. He knew the gestures that betray a man’s desire, and that morning he marked them all from the air-conditioned hut. Oh yes, the Indonesians wanted the plane, that was clear enough. And they had the money. The plane wasn’t the hard part. Nor was the money. Indonesia, that would be the hard part. Still, a deal to sell fifty jets, at $40 million apiece, ought to provide challenges. He watched the first businessman climb the stepladder and enter the cockpit. A faint smile appeared on his lips. Coitus.

That night, at the Hilton Beach Club, the smell of mesquite and the hail-fellows of the Americans were in the air as the steaks sizzled on the grills. Pilots and munitions merchants, buyers and sellers, generals and cousins to the emir, all mingled under the tents set out on the hotel grounds.

“Running your licenses and permits is going to be tricky, I don’t need to tell you,” the man from McDonnell Douglas was saying to the Indonesians at his side, raising his voice just a little to be heard over the growing rumble of the party. “Your country isn’t Taiwan, if you know what I mean. There’ll be a few nervous Nellies in Defense—Commerce too. You need Washington lawyers, you need consultants, you need access, you need a team of people who know what the hell they’re doing, and frankly, if you want these airplanes in real time, you need your team up to speed—and fast.”

“You have perhaps a referral?”

The American smiled. “Far as I’m concerned, if you want your deal done, the man who can do it for you is Claude Housez. I think he’s here tonight, somewhere.”

He was, somewhere—somewhere nearby. Now that the sun was down, the Cat had come outside. The expatriate Frenchman, then officially resident in Geneva but just as likely to be found in Martinique, or Vail, or, it being November, in Dubai, was there. And later he emerged from the crowd, inclined his head just so, smiled with feline inscrutability, and shook the hands of the Indonesians. Why a Frenchman should be able to arrange for the sale of American fighter jets was not a question that occurred to them, or at least was not one they were likely to raise. For in truth, the Indonesians had not come to the Emirates to window-shop. They had done their homework, and Housez was a name they had run into with surprising frequency.

There on the hotel grounds, gently, elegantly, Claude Housez began to midwife the Indonesian sale. Though not his largest, it was large enough to be outside the routine. It would be interesting, now, to know exactly what he was thinking at that moment. Perhaps of the money in the deal, although he didn’t need it, not anymore. And it would be still more interesting to know whether, as he stood on a patio beneath a desert sky more gorgeous than anything in old Omar, even Claude Housez had any inkling of the collateral damage to come.


CHAPTER 1
 [image: ]

September 6, 1996: Everything since the convention has been a frenzy, a delicious panic, the high command now fevered and hyperventilating during the staff meetings as the final campaign is mapped and each post at the picket is allotted. The convention, like most everything else the Republicans do, had been staged, a dumb show for the television cameras. But tonight is actually something real. President James Breed’s Republican insiders, who will be in the van, sweeping all before them and inexorably home to reelection in November, have come to party.

“Just us,” she says to herself while brushing her hair that evening, “just us.” Yet Louisa Shidler is no longer one of them, not really. Once, perhaps, when her mentor, Royall Stillwell, began his progression from the Senate to the top post at the Office of the United States Trade Representative, to president-in-waiting as Jim Breed’s reelection running mate. But no longer. Life intervened: Isabel’s adolescence, the drift of Louisa’s marriage, and, to be honest, a certain discomfort with the retail side of politics.

Now she has become almost an afterthought of the Breed-Stillwell campaign. Her status is uncertain. She is rather like an old girlfriend invited to a wedding: everyone knows that she is no longer relevant, and yet a wary curiosity surrounds her, as the wedding guests wonder what ancient knowledge she brings with her to the reception.

Brushing her hair, she has all of those thoughts, but smiles anyway. For tonight, status be damned. Tonight is the campaign staff party. Tonight they will drink too many tequilas and vodka Collinses and dance to “Louie Louie” on the tabletops. Holding their ears, they will shout to each other over the noise of the band, and even Louisa will feel like one of the gang. She will relive earlier evenings like this one—for there have been many such evenings in Royall’s career. By midnight the fillies will begin to stumble off toward hotel rooms with the happy drunken boys. And she will watch them with a smile, but not follow, for it is then that she will remember Isabel, and the carriage that awaits, and Toby. Toby—maybe.

But first, Dulaney Stillwell, or, as she is known to everyone, Doolie. (Like that of many southern women, her name derives from some distant male antecedent, but she is known by a feminized diminutive.) Louisa has been seconded to the candidate’s wife to escort her to the party at the Willard Hotel. This assignment carries with it an unspoken duty.

Royall Stillwell’s grand, white-brick home in McLean, Virginia, stands secluded at the end of a winding, private lane. If you arrive by day, you see, first, where a massive pin oak dominates a grassy island in the circular drive, and beyond it, the tall chimneys, and then you begin to make out the blue-gray shutters against the white brick. At night, you see little at all, headlights bouncing off the woods that crowd the lane. Louisa drives up about eight. A Secret Service agent trains his flashlight on her driver’s license. They don’t even know her anymore.

“Honey,” Doolie is saying from somewhere up the carpeted staircase and around the curve of the banister rail, “I don’t know what to wear to this party, I’m so old and fat and wrinkled. Whatevuh ’m I gonna do ’round so many pretty boys and girls?”

There is no fat, not a cubic centimeter of it, on Doolie. Louisa smiles.

But, like everything Doolie says in dizzy good humor, the remark contains an element of worry. A drop of the glue that holds Doolie’s smile in place is that fear, that knowledge that she has used certain basic gifts to get herself where she wanted to be, and that holding her position calls for nearly as much artifice as achieving it did.

Doolie’s position is well fortified. In part, it is the house itself: a three-story, six-bedroom, two-chimney whitewashed-brick redoubt in McLean. In part, it is the elaborate social network she has built and sustained with the dinners and the cocktail parties and the barbecues and the “at homes.” Partners for tennis and golf are carefully selected. Doolie has laid out an architecture of social contacts that is deeper and broader and more intricate than anything Royall has achieved in public life.

Tonight is a special night, even for Doolie: a party to rally the select, the anointed, to the last big push for the Breed-Stillwell ticket. In a few months, her husband will likely be the vice president of the United States. A great thing, even on its own, and a great milestone, even for Doolie, but, nevertheless, only a milestone.

“Elizabeth, sugar,” Doolie is saying, “get Louisa a drink. Get her a nice vodka Collins to have with her Aunt Doolie.” Louisa protests, but without effect. Her assignment—unspoken, but clear enough—was to prevent this from happening. She supposes Doolie has guessed that. Elizabeth brings a wide cocktail glass on a silver tray, her dark face courteous but humorless, and Louisa avoids her eyes as she takes the drink. She doesn’t even like vodka.

She stands on the checkerboard tiles in the foyer, the glass in hand, and listens to the disembodied Doolie talking to her through the floors and doors and walls above, honeying her and sugaring her. “That dreadful Cynthia Barnett, she’ll be there, don’t you think?”

“I think so,” Louisa answers.

“Mustn’t do anything without Cynthia Barnett’s permission,” Doolie says. “Cynthia, darling, would it be all right with you if we passed this law?” The voice fades as she clop-clops briskly into her dressing room but remains audible. “Cynthia, I’m supposed to give a speech. Would you look into your computer, honey, and see what it would be all right for me to say?…”

The voice trails off completely, and then returns. “… that charming boy of yours, sugar? I don’t mind telling you how mashed on him I am. Frightful, a relic like me.” She doesn’t know that Toby has moved out. Happily, before Louisa can answer, Doolie moves to new territory.

“Can you believe that man Proctor and what he said about Jim?”

Sam Proctor is the Democratic party nominee. The campaign has gotten a little rough.

Doolie doesn’t wait for an answer. “Honey, a man like that has got no class. And I’ll tell you what, a short little pecker, I’ll bet.” For Doolie is wickedly profane, too—it is plain that she doesn’t easily yield the floor in the ladies’ locker room. Somehow they’ve come this far and she’s never yet gotten Royall in trouble. Louisa wonders how long that will last as the intensity of the public spotlight grows.

Doolie pokes her head over the banister rail and wrinkles her nose. “A little bitty thing, don’t you think, sugar? Are we communicatin’?”

Louisa smiles and Doolie winks at her. I’m not sure we are, Louisa thinks, as she hears the ice cubes clinking in the glass upstairs.

“Now, Louisa honey, tell me, be honest with Aunt Doolie, what do you think of this wretched hair of mine?”

Fifteen more minutes go by before Doolie descends the stairs. Although Louisa sees that she is done, really done, and that she has come without the glass, still, there is to be a little drama before departing. Always, always with Doolie there must be drama, and she puts her hand on Louisa’s forearm and looks at her as earnestly as though she were about to ask if Louisa could introduce her to God, and she says, “Do I need a wrap, Louisa honey?”

So they debate the wrap for a few minutes, until Doolie trips back up the staircase and recommences her monologue. She hasn’t got a thing, not a thing that will go, except just two or three of the rattiest old sweaters and that Chinese jacket Royall gave her the time we all went to Peking—“I know, I know, honey, it’s Beijing now, and whah the Chinese cain’t keep the same name on their capital, I do not understand.”

She is still upstairs when she says, “Go on into Royall’s study, honey, and get the invitations for Marilyn and Bill. Frank was here earlier to drop off Royall’s things, I think. They should be in there. I meant to send them over, but then I forgot.” Marilyn and Bill, friends of some kind, will need the invitations to get into the party.

So Louisa traverses the living room, past tables groaning under the holy of holies—the silver-framed photographs of gorgeous children (there are three: two gorgeous boys, Chip and David, both Duke undergraduates, and one gorgeous daughter, Kimberly, a student at Madeira)—and comes to the study. The heavy door yields noiselessly, and then she is in Royall Stillwell’s sanctum. It is quiet. A clock ticks, but that is all. For the first time, she cannot hear Doolie.

Here, books prevail, floor to ceiling in the cases, and in stacks on the leather chairs. In piles before the French door that leads to the back garden are the briefing books, the three-ring binders with the answers to everything. Courtesy of Cynthia Barnett.

He has the desk facing the entranceway, with the chair back toward the French doors and windows, and it looks rather like the photographs of how the President’s desk sits in the Oval Office. It is odd to be here, for she was this man’s lieutenant for so many years, and yet has been in this place only twice, and never alone.

She fumbles hurriedly through the mess on his desk. A stack of mail has been dumped unopened there, and as her fingers are rummaging through the mail, it slides out.

It is a coffee-colored envelope.

Louisa stares at it stupidly, a feeling of dislocation coming over her. She holds it in her hands and makes mental notes. Postmarked June 15, 1996, Geneva. It was sent to a post office box in Washington. There is a return address: 4 Place du Bourg-de-Four, Genève 41-720, Suisse.

The brown paper of the envelope has a waxy feel to it. She can make out nothing when she holds it to the light.

In the distance are the brisk footsteps. Doolie is approaching. Louisa hunts swiftly for the tickets, and they are in her hand when the door bursts open.

“The country’s in a state when it’s about to elect a man who can’t organize his own desk, but we’ll just keep that between us, won’t we, honey?”

Louisa looks again for her to wobble, but Doolie stands with perfect steadiness.

In the backseat of the car bound for the Willard, Doolie chatters on, and the stories are funny. As they approach the district, Louisa is thinking about the party. She has paid her nanny, Bridget, to stay late. She has resolved to put out of her head, for this evening anyway, everything but this party.

The Secret Service agent exits from the bridge and guides the car around the Lincoln Memorial. As Doolie chatters on, Louisa’s mind drifts, for a moment, to the lonely marble man seated in the darkness. There is such melancholy in those sunken eyes. We never see melancholy in politics anymore, she thinks. Television has prohibited it.

Perhaps unconsciously, Louisa runs her hand across her lap. For the rest of the trip, she is thinking of the purse that rests there. Inside it is the coffee-colored envelope. After all, it was addressed to her.

Everyone is there, streaming in and out of the Potomac Room. The noise from the band is deafening. Everyone is kissing everyone else. The boys—so many of the men seem to be boys to Louisa—embrace her and dodge her cheek to plant big kisses on her lips. Their hands explore her back quickly and inappropriately and then the boys move on to kiss another. The women squeal and embrace and present their cheeks.

The boys and girls are whirling and gyrating on the dance floor. Royall and Doolie and Jim and Lacy are everywhere, with their blue-suited and earpieced attendants, and Doolie, of course, is the most dashing of all. The poor First Lady looks rather dowdy next to her, as Doolie embraces and laughs and touches and is everywhere surrounded by admirers.

The bright-eyed young boys are supermen. There is something nebbishy about most of these boys in the harsh light of noonday, but now in the darkness, fortified by intoxication, and communing with the thrill that is running through everyone here, their chests expand with confidence. By midnight they will be heartthrobs enough.

Not for Louisa, however. Tonight, as on most nights, she will be an observer. Childbirth and child-rearing make you a perpetual observer, a sleepless student of hormonal cycles, a journalist assigned to the gastrointestinal beat. You observe, note, file, and calculate; every hour, every day, every week. So Louisa spends the evening keeping clear of the loudspeakers and calculating what will become of the Breed-Stillwell ticket (a win, she thinks); what will become of Doolie (she handicaps her staying power as outlasting her drinking problem and Royall’s flirtations); which of the merry boys and girls will catapult forward in this administration.

Everyone is there. There are the Three Amigos, as the press calls them: old political pals Bill Jaeger, the secretary of defense, Secretary of Commerce Peter Coburn, and, of course, Royall. Their friendship is said to trace to the days when the loser of their monthly poker game thereby paid the winner’s rent. A lot of the big-money D.A.R. types from the early days have come—the “stringy tennis ladies,” Louisa’s friend Dominique calls them.

Over by the bar, Louisa sees Frank Ianella locked in conversation with Cynthia Barnett. Ianella has the head deputy secretary’s job at Commerce now, and working his way across the room, he stops by with sheepish, uncomfortable small talk. Ianella, she has always known, is addicted to politics: ten hours a day for Commerce, another nine for the Breed-Stillwell campaign. But, honestly, sometimes Louisa thinks she could slap him. He’s so painfully conscious of how far “ahead” of her he has moved in the Stillwell army that he thinks it must keep her lying awake nights. Frank, she thinks, relax: it’s me, Louisa, from the old days in the airshaft office in the Executive Office Building.

“We should get together,” Frank shouts.

“Sure.”

Ianella pulls out a business card, then scribbles something. She holds it under a table lamp and looks at it. He has crossed out “Liaison Officer” and written over it “Deputy Sec’y.” Great, Frank got another feather for his growing cap. She smiles, tucks the card into her purse, and shrugs.

“Afraid I haven’t been promoted!”

Frank moves on, and his cloud with him. The night is from that point on a delight, until, late in the evening, Louisa looks up to see that Cynthia Barnett has her in range.

“Trick or treat, Louisa!”

Cynthia Barnett is a physical anomaly: petite, with birdlike features and puffed-up blond hair that makes her seem, at first, like a cartoonist’s creation: an enormous head upon a tiny body. She looks almost fragile, as though she might be knocked over by a strong wind. And yet she has a voice that can cut through fog, a face and a gaze as determined as a terrier’s, and a manner that pushes, pushes, pushes, until you back away. Cynthia is a political consultant—the political consultant, according to the people (whoever they are) who determine these things. Some long-forgotten aide gave her the nickname Smaug, which seems unfair, since her dimensions are more those of a wren than a dragon. But she does have a way of breathing fire, and she is vastly powerful and enormously clever. In the eyes of her clients’ political opponents, at least, she is Tolkien’s dragon come to life and patrolling Pennsylvania Avenue.

Her eyes fix Louisa like a specimen on the dissecting tray. She balances a drink and a cigarette. Louisa, feeling rather like Bilbo, shrugs back, further serving, she knows, to confirm the consultant’s view that Louisa is a person of little consequence: a lieutenant, a stewardess with a law degree. “Excuse me?” she answers.

“Give me a treat, Louisa. Tell me something I want to know. How is the dear Dulaney?”

“She seems to be having a marvelous evening.”

“Yes. We need to monitor that, I’m afraid. Have you talked to her tonight?”

“I accompanied her.”

“Good. Best she have a lot of company, I think, don’t you?”

Louisa doesn’t answer.

“Be a dear and keep her away from the press, at least until after the election. She does get a little bit loud, sometimes, when she’s left alone after lunch with a gin bottle. It could be a problem.” Smaug brightens. “And how is Toby?”

“Fine.” Louisa smiles brightly too, but only in order to say, ever so politely, “Next subject, please.” Which Smaug understands perfectly, and ignores.

“He couldn’t make it?”

Louisa shakes her head. We are not going to talk about this.

“Too bad. Give him my love.” Louisa shudders. Smaug’s love—it is a strange notion. The consultant peers at Louisa, unblinking, like a bird, and takes a pull on her cigarette.

“Louisa, your loyalty to Doolie is touching, but she could be … a complication. I’m starting to hear little whispers on the press bus. They don’t know quite what to do with her. Yet.”

Smaug looks across the crowded room at Doolie. “I give her six months of worship. Then they’ll be baying for blood. She worries me, honey. Proctor has already gone negative, and they’re looking for new material. Have you tried those cheese canapés?”

“No.”

“A little disappointing, coming from Republicans. Almost what I might have expected from Dem— well, from those whom we shall not name in this place.” She expels a stream of smoke to Louisa’s side, but not quite far enough to the side.

There is mirth in Cynthia Barnett’s eyes, a dark light there: she knows Louisa recoils at her manner, she knows it annoys her, and so she flaunts it. Louisa is praying for her to leave. She glances around, hoping someone will come to her rescue, but even a deputy press aide knows better than to interrupt Smaug when she is dining on a victim. All of a sudden in this crowded party there seems to be acres of space around them.

“Speaking of the evil ones, have you heard about Belakis and Diana Felotti?” Smaug asks.

Louisa hasn’t, so Smaug tells her the newest rumor of infidelity that she has mined on the Democratic challenger’s running mate, George Belakis. Her sentences run on even more than usual, a sign that Smaug is genuinely excited. She is, after all, being paid millions by the Republicans to destroy the Proctor-Belakis ticket. Perhaps, Louisa thinks, it is mean-spirited of me to begrudge her the relish she takes in the task.

“Cynthia,” Louisa says, “people have been saying that kind of thing about Royall for years. Why not call them even and concentrate on the issues?”

Smaug scowls. “Louisa, please. The issues? These are the issues. They are the only issues. You catch the other fellow with his trousers around his ankles, turn a quick spotlight on the wife to watch her squirm, hand out glossies about his contempt for our Norman Rockwell values, and most of all, you keep the other team away from our little princes. And their ambitious wives.”

“That’s quite a testimonial for democracy, coming from one who makes her living from it.”

“Democracy!” Smaug’s little frame shakes, setting the diamonds or rhinestones or whatever they are spangled across her middle to quivering. “Democracy! Louisa, do you know what democracy is?”

She shakes her head.

“It’s a client base! It’s a client base, honey.” Disgusted, the political consultant stalks off into the throng.

It is almost midnight when Louisa remembers the letter. She tries the ladies’ room first, but it is abuzz with breathless confessions and giggling and confident announcements of imminent assignations, and so she settles for a lounge chair in a corner of the hotel lobby, where the noise of the party is a distant boom and thump.

Alone now, she sits with purse in lap and looks again at the smooth-textured brown paper, the typed address with her name and a Washington post office box that is not her post office box. An envelope that tumbled out of a stack of his mail, on his desk. It must have been recovered from a post office by Royall, or one of his people. So why is the envelope addressed to Louisa?

Now her fingers are tearing it open. She notes, before reading, the hue and texture of its contents. A cream-colored sheet of stationery, twice folded. Behind it, a computer printout of some kind, a printed form.

“Dear M. Shidler,” says the letter, “We enclose account statement dated 30 May with compliments.” Its valedictory is “Yours faithfully,” and then there is simply a name, handwritten, which looks like “H. Racine, av.” A lawyer.

The form behind it is a bank statement reporting on the account activity for May 1996 in account number 6614723–456. The statement identifies the bank as Duclos & Bernard, 12 Rue Hollande. Louisa does not know the name, but somewhere in the recesses of her memory of trade talks in Geneva is the Rue Hollande. It is the street where a few of the more secretive Swiss banks have their discreet offices. The account carries no name: merely the identifying number. Interest accrued since the last statement is 320,412 Swiss francs, making a total of Swfr 1,871,334 in interest accrued this year. The total current balance is Swfr 62,645,512. No other activity is shown.

Louisa was Royall’s deputy in the Office of the United States Trade Representative, and has been its interim director since he left to campaign. Currencies are part of the stock in trade of her consular rank. She knows marks, lira, yen, pesos, escudos, pounds, francs, drachmae—and Swiss francs. Sitting in the gold brocade chair in a corner of the hotel lobby, she does the arithmetic. Then she does it again, in case she lost track of the zeros, but it comes out the same way, and so she does it a third time, first going to the desk and borrowing a pen and a piece of notepaper. At the end of the third calculation, she has the same figure, except this time it is written on the scrap of paper. She folds the bank statement and slides it back into the envelope and returns the envelope to her purse. She closes her eyes briefly, making a mental note to study this matter in the morning, when her mind is clear. For Louisa is a calculator, a creature of the left brain, and sometimes she even calculates when it’s best to calculate.

It is not best to do so now. Now there is loud music and an electricity in the air, and there are shouts from the bright-eyed troops and the last assault of Campaign ’96 is launching. She has had two drinks, and she might have another, and she positively never permits herself to do anything serious on those rare occasions when she exceeds two drinks. She may do that tonight. She may shut this party down. She needed this party, and nothing, not Toby, not this envelope, is going to stop her from being around those who are now as she once was.

Louisa Shidler gets up from the chair, the envelope restored to the purse, throws her shoulders back, and heads back toward the noise, leaving for the morning any further reflection on the curious fact that there appears to be, on deposit with Duclos & Bernard in Geneva, a numbered account—an account that is not her account but for which someone named H. Racine thinks she should receive account statements—and which contains something in excess of fifty million dollars.


CHAPTER 2
 [image: ]

Why do people underestimate Louisa Shidler? Certainly not for her résumé.

One man describing her to another will struggle for the right words, because the obvious ones fall short. No one says that she is beautiful. She wears plain clothing and sensible shoes and little makeup, and she is businesslike in manner. Her lawyer’s suits disguise more than they accent. She indulges little in herself.

And yet her person is still at odds with its own manner, as if it has never quite accepted it. There is her hair: too thick, too chestnut-brown, too long for a thirty-seven-year-old lawyer-mother. In winter she wears it in a ponytail and in summer she pins it in a swirl above her neck. Her hair is suggestive of another self, and perhaps it is that self which sometimes turns a man’s head, and calls to his attention the pretty oval of her face, its full lips, her wide brown eyes set in a broad forehead, and leaves him grasping for what Louisa can so subtly suggest.

Unless the man has a good eye, an artist’s eye. And then he will see it immediately. The same thing that makes her striking makes her a woman whom people do not adequately respect.

It has something to do with the quality of her skin.

Somewhere between powder and pink, like a baby’s; still soft, still easily flushed, with only the trace-work of age, trace-work the world has yet to notice. Her skin is innocent or, at most, coquettish, but it is not sober—it is not serious skin. When she smiles, it is not the smile of a negotiator who has won a point. She might be a woman strolling outside a café in Montmartre, perhaps, who smiles as she catches sight of you, but not a negotiator. She might be from Renoir: a smiling ingenue, one of his confections of infant and woman, of pink skin and spheres. She is not fat, but she is concavity and convexity. You would draw her with a compass, not a rule.

Even when the table is at the World Trade Organization, not by the Seine, and the invitation is to expand the bauxite quota, rather than to dance, and when she asks only of the other government’s negotiators that they debate the proposal in her document, rather than what the condescension in their gentle smiles says is on their minds, it is the same. She is a woman you do not take seriously, not at first.

Soon, she will learn to use this quality to her advantage, but in the past, it has sometimes led to great discomfort. Louisa is tough and can be unyielding on a point and is sometimes too quick-witted—seeing the conclusion early and then staking it out against all comers. When provoked, she has lashed out—sometimes too quickly. There have been uneasy moments in her career. There was that time with the Koreans, and it has happened with others. It is usually a surprise to those around her.

Renoir is in the hair and in the skin, in the eyes and the lips, but these days rarely in the expression: juggling the Trade Rep’s office and her duties at home has made Louisa’s expression rather severe. The frolic, the gaiety, are now a mere suggestion. There is a hint in the eyes, to be sure, but her manner leaves it unrealized. Upon her face, dappled light falls less frequently than fluorescent.

And Renoir’s models rarely sat early on a Saturday morning. On this one, Louisa does not look like an artist’s subject. She is in the kitchen with a cup of coffee and the Washington Herald, blinking off sleep and pushing strands of hair away from her eyes. She stares at the newspaper articles, loses the sense of anything more than headlines, and keeps finding herself rereading a sentence she thought she read minutes ago. To make matters worse, Isabel is interrogating her. It is a bright morning, too bright, in Bethesda, and the sunlight streaming through the window over the sink makes Louisa squint. Her head throbs dully. In the pit of her stomach is an ache, but it is not hunger, and it is not a hangover. The ache rises to her forehead. Of all people on earth, she thinks.

“Was Mr. Jeffers there?” Isabel asks, thumbing through the neat stack of Louisa’s mail—her real mail—pulling out the catalogues and letting the rest topple over. Louisa is glad of the distraction, but with Isabel there is too much of it. She will not sit. She asks a question and then leaves the room before the answer. Perpetual motion, thy name is Isabel. God, Louisa thinks, she’s a twelve-year-old Doolie. They have been through this, Isabel and her mother. She should sit, calmly and quietly, and converse. Instead she leans, leans on the fridge, leans on the countertop, darts to the sink, grabs an apple, paws through the mail, changes course, interrupts, moves, gesticulates. It is altogether too much movement, too much noise.

“Yes. Everyone was there,” Louisa answers.

“And?” Her daughter adds a syllable or two to the conjunction.

“And?” Louisa echoes her and looks up. Isabel has discarded the catalogues and holds her hands on her hips with the heels of the palm forward and fingers back. Her head is cocked down and her eyes search out her mother’s face. This is how the girls in the seventh grade pose when cross-examining their friends over imagined amours.

“Oh, Mother, come on.”

Doolie. All Louisa can think of is Doolie, wondering if she was just this way when she was twelve. Isabel gets a lot of material out of preteen romances and girl-hero mystery stories. A lot comes from television, too. When Louisa sees her daughter affecting a pose, or a line, which happens about three times an hour when they are together, she wonders what its source is. About six months ago, for example, Isabel suddenly stopped calling her Mom and she became Mother. Curious, Louisa nosed into her room and found a broken-spined copy of Restless Heart, an aptly named work, as it seemed to her, since its fifteen-year-old heroine, at least in the ten pages Louisa managed to get through, behaved with considerable restlessness. (She spent most of them on horseback, and Louisa began to grow concerned for the horse.) She did notice, however, that Miranda Spendlove (for so she was called) addressed Lady Spendlove as Mother.

“Just what is coed naked field hockey?” Isabel has on that shirt, again, for which Louisa has little patience.

“Oh, Mother, it’s just a joke, don’t be such a nerd!” The room fills with adolescent exasperation.

“And what is it that you do, I mean, ‘without obstruction’?”

“Mother!” She stamps her foot, folding her arms across her skinny chest, thus concealing the leering boast on her T-shirt, which is that aficionados of the game “do it without obstruction.”

“You’d think,” Louisa says to her, “no one had sex in this society, the way people are so eager to talk about it on their shirt fronts.” She returns to her coffee, and the Herald, and her headache. Proctor is on. In a speech in Michigan, he is flailing away against Republican indifference to the elderly. The Republicans are going to shut down Medicare and Social Security. We will take away their wheelchairs and leave them in withered heaps on cold street corners.

Louisa folds the newspaper in disgust. Who invented democracy, anyway, she wonders, and what was he thinking of?

“That’s just the problem with you,” Isabel goes on, the hands reverting to the hips. “You know that you’re being a nerd and you’re a nerd anyway. You’re proud of it. You barely get home from a party and you go back to your wonted nerdliness.”

“My wonted nerdliness?”

“Uh-huh. It means your customary nerdliness.”

“Oh,” Louisa answers. “Be careful what you call your mother. Oscar Wilde said that all women become their mothers. To answer the question you are really asking, Mr. Jeffers said hello to me last night, and he sent his fond regards to you.”

“And that’s all?”

“That’s all. Did you have a bagel?”

“As if! Those gross onion ones? How was Doolie?”

“Mrs. Stillwell,” Louisa corrects, “was in high good form. As always. You need to eat some toast, then. And some fruit. I think Royall’s beginning to get worried.”

“Why worried?” Isabel asks, turning up her nose at the fruit basket.

“Don’t grimace. Have that banana. Isabel, a candidate’s wife isn’t supposed to have too much personality. Her job is to be photographed looking—up, preferably—in an adoring fashion at the man of the hour. She may have a pet charity as long as it makes no political statements. She is not permitted to give offense.” Louisa goes back to the paper. “I want you to change that shirt, Isabel,” she says. “Honestly, I don’t know what Toby is thinking, sometimes.”

“Isn’t it enough that my mother should be a nerd? Does my father have to be one too? Do I?”

Isabel’s hair is dark, like his, and Louisa thinks she will be exotic, as he is, when she gets out of her ungainly stage. She is ambivalent about that. Corn-fed and cute—which is how she would prefer to describe herself—has served Louisa well enough. She’s not sure she is ready for dramatic in a teenager. Now Isabel, twelve, is all braces and coltish knock-knees and skinny legs and big dark eyes. But Louisa knows that will change. Judging by the number of posters of shirtless rock stars sprouting up on Isabel’s bedroom wall, it will change soon.

“The thing,” Louisa says, measuring her words, since her head seems to ache in direct proportion to the length of the sentences she utters, “about T-shirts with third-rate tacky sexual puns is that they appeal instantly to every third-rate, tacky person on the Metro platform.” Louisa smiles brightly at her daughter before returning to the newspaper, and the girl stamps off up the stairs. But Louisa rather thinks she is going to change the shirt. For Isabel, like her mother, has a certain snobbishness about her.

Her mother listens to the footsteps on the staircase, listens to the ninety-six-pound adolescent who, changeable and mood-driven and mercurial as she is, is the one constant in her life. She folds the newspaper and pours herself a second cup of coffee, and then her mood turns dark, as she begins to think, again, about the bank account in Switzerland.

In the Office of the United States Trade Representative, Louisa Shidler negotiates trade agreements. What will be this year’s quota of Malaysian flax? Of Chinese textiles? Of New Zealand apples? If there is another kidnapping in Chile, will we boycott or limit the intake of Chilean grapes or wine? How many American auto parts or computer monitors or mutual funds will the Japanese let in? If they won’t let in enough, what will we boycott? If we boycott, will the Japanese threaten to quit buying U.S. government bonds? What will Treasury have to say about that? In other words, she deals with complex problems, of economics and politics interwoven, problems that require imperfect, predictive solutions.

This is a different sort of problem. It calls for cover.

Cover is a medium of exchange in Washington. Cover is insurance, reinforcements; cover is a memo in the file or a story leaked anonymously. Cover is a favor owed you, or knowledge of a public man’s private indiscretion. It is an opinion letter from a law firm that says your agency, which is being forced by the administration to turn left, should be turning right. Whether right or left ultimately is the intelligent choice is irrelevant. If things go badly to the left, the memo can be leaked. If things go well, the memo is simply another insurance policy against which no claim had to be made. And the letter from the law firm may be from a junior partner—because the senior partner, like everyone else, needs cover.

Louisa has none. Where to turn for it is a problem she wrestles with for a few days that first week. Loyalty, she has learned, is rarely profound in Washington. Most often it is like Toby’s: least reliable when most needed.

The lawyer in her catalogues and reviews the facts. It is an odd set of circumstances, for this is an unusual election year. Breed, like a man half dressed, entered the cycle with a running mate but no sitting vice president. On July 1, Vice President Patrick Finneran resigned, suddenly. The press went on highest alert, searching for a scandal, but could find none. Received wisdom was that the wise men had decided that Breed’s campaign needed a dramatic lift, and Finneran was not the man to give it one. Old election hands thought there had to be more to this—just how did they force his resignation, they wondered—but in the craziness of election season, there was little time to think about it. History’s footnote could be filled in later. For now, it was time to turn to Finneran’s successor.

Once Finneran resigned, under the Twenty-fifth Amendment, it was for the President to fill the vacancy. But the same constitutional provision gave both the House and the Senate the power to vote on his choice. Approval meant hearings, and in July of an election year, giving the Democrat-controlled Congress the opportunity to hold hearings on the new running mate was an invitation James Breed did not care to extend.

So he simply didn’t fill the post. The country was without a vice president. At first this struck everyone as significant, but the phenomenon of a vice-presidential vacancy, if unusual, was not without precedent. It had last happened in America after Spiro Agnew resigned, although at that time the post was quickly filled with Gerald Ford. Yet in the nineteenth century, four presidents—John Tyler, Millard Fillmore, Andrew Johnson, and Chester Arthur—had no vice president at all. In 1996, everyone understood. Rather than risk the hearing circus, Breed had made Royall Stillwell his informal deputy. Having resigned from his post as trade representative, now simply a private citizen from McLean, Royall Stillwell was named running mate. He swiftly became, in all but title, second in command to the President of the United States. Former Rhodes Scholar, Vietnam veteran, former junior senator from North Carolina, former United States trade representative, recently the author of a widely praised book setting out a blueprint for the success of American industry in the next century, at sixty, Stillwell was a risen star, widely praised as a successor to the unfortunate Finneran.

Now it is Stillwell who has somehow obtained a bank statement from a Swiss bank, addressed to Louisa and showing a small fortune in a numbered account. He has apparently recovered it from a Washington post office box.

It is September in an election year, and everyone is going to have an angle. The Democrats will smell an opportunity to pin a scandal on the ticket, and the Republicans, from Breed himself on down, will be most determined to see that there is none.

Where is Royall in this? He was Louisa’s mentor, and now the brilliant officer has given his soldier the last lesson of the course. He has made her—once his favorite and most loyal aide—his cover.


CHAPTER 3
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Tolkien’s dragon had his mountain lair, and Smaug has her own redoubt. It is approached, like the dragon’s, through tunnels. Tunnels lead beyond the receptionist—always an extremely decorative young woman. (Smaug calls them “chiclets,” appraising them periodically, as she does the floral arrangements, and once every several years letting the office manager know that “it’s time for a new chiclet.” Her customers are politicians, and she knows how to appeal to the men among them.) The tunnels are bright, decorated with good art and Chippendale end tables: they veer off from the chiclet’s desk past the cubbies of the research assistants, past the analysts, past the offices of the pollsters, now turning a corner and running along past the larger, windowed spaces of the media directors, the art directors and copy editors, until at last one tunnel ends at Smaug’s gatekeeper, Mrs. Christian.

No chiclet she. The chiclets are antipasto; Mrs. Christian is the main course. Substantial, white-haired, patrician, her clipped accent that of a Brahmin, her clothing tailored, subtle, all her movements, all her mannerisms and intonations, measured, calm. Mrs. Christian tells no tales, and seems rather unconcerned, in a benevolent way, about yours. A client always feels a sense of triumph the day Mrs. Christian addresses him by first name, a day that often takes some time to dawn. For, at the first visit, her visage will tell the new client who has traversed the tunnels that he has reached what he craves: power.

Hovering near Mrs. Christian might be found an odd and solitary man named Ken Sauer. He is also known as the Crab, for he tends to walk and look and, in a very real sense, be sideways most of the time. His voice is low and gravelly and usually unheard. He talks to Smaug and Smaug talks to him, but few others engage him, if they can avoid it. He is a lawyer—or perhaps not. No one is quite sure. A fixer, a quartermaster, someone who can find you things quietly and quickly and without a lot of noisome scrutiny, and who can type up his own papers on his own computer and even photocopy them in his office on his private machine, and then go and get the papers signed, even sign them himself, so you don’t have to do it. He knows all about corporations and things, keeps them like cupboards for storage, and can move money around the globe as handily as a croupier slides chips across felt.

The Crab is around and then he is not around. Not an employee, exactly—not anything, exactly—he is one of those for whom the word “consultant” does broad service. He has a small office where the light is likely off by day and likely on by night, for crabs are, of course, nocturnal, and this one scuttles in and out at unpredictable times.

Behind Mrs. Christian stand the double doors; beyond them the anteroom, with its thick white carpet, and flanking guardhouses for Jack and Jill. Jack and Jill are the twin special assistants. Always one Jack, always one Jill: their job requirements are to be brilliant, devoted, young, sleepless, discreet, and licensed to drive. Also, largely celibate. Had they been inclined to sex, it would have to be with each other, in the guardhouses, for there is no time to go home, or anywhere else unless it be on an errand to suit Smaug’s whim at any hour of the day or night. Jack and Jill don’t have windows, but then they rarely sit still long enough to look out of one. They have beepers and cell phones and laptops and modems and faxes at home and faxes in the cars, and well-thumbed airline guides. They have planes to catch and meet, places to shuttle Smaug and persons to shuttle to her, pails of water to fetch from up the hill. They are twenty-three when they sign on, work hundred-hour weeks, and make $38,500 a year. On the other hand, each one of them can get in to see the President of the United States.

Past the flanking guardhouses of Jack and Jill lies the special conference room, with its large-screen high-definition televisions, its computer monitors, its table with fourteen seats microphoned for conference calls, its faxes and printers. Past them stand the second set of double doors, and Smaug’s private lair.

There are people who live in their offices for so long that those offices begin to look more and more like homes. Smaug is one of these, although the “home” she has created is on nothing like domestic scale; indeed, nothing like even grandest Washington scale. You might fit the Oval Office in one corner, the Speaker’s office in another, and still have room for a party. You could throw a dinner for twenty there (as she occasionally does—the kitchen through the inset door is well appointed). Here are the getaway isles of couches and coffee tables, there the arcade of still more television screens arrayed before still other couches; across by the south windows, a granite table set with chairs; back to the east, a massive bookcase along one wall housing a fair collection of American political writing.

There is the daily table and the weekly table. Jack sets out the daily newspapers on the one; Jill, the magazines on the other; and they take turns arranging vases of cut flowers that Smaug requires each morning, when Jack and Jill must whisk out the old paper, and whisk in the new, digest the decrees of Smaug scrawled on Post-it notes, empty the ashtrays, pack away what must be packed away, discard what must be discarded, and live in terror of guessing wrong.

Over on yet another wall is what amounts to a museum exhibit of photographs of those lucky clients who owe their success to Smaug. Stillwell is there—Jim Breed, too. And though they have their places of honor, the places are not conspicuous. After all, presidents come and go.

Then there is the desk. The word must be applied loosely: it is sculpture to sit at, a creation of glass and wrought iron that was fashioned over the course of two years by an artist. The desk paid most of the down payment on the artist’s house, although he would under no circumstance do business with Smaug again. She’d wrung him like a rag over every detail, and though she paid the bill, a prodigious one, it wasn’t enough.

The desk holds Smaug’s laptop, a telephone, and a vase of flowers. There must be no fingerprints on the desk, ever. Jack keeps the Windex in his office.

The office sketch is incomplete without a final detail, significant not so much for opulence as for pure geography. It lies beyond a set of French doors in the glass wall behind the desk, beyond Smaug herself. There, twelve floors above the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue and Tenth Street, is Smaug’s last retreat, her observation deck. A patio is all it is, bounded by a three-foot wall, set with plants in cast-iron urns, a café table, benches. But, as the real estate brokers would say, “Views!” Away to the east, the Capitol dome hovers in the Washington night like a yellow moon. The White House, though obscured, lies closer by, to the west. Pennsylvania Avenue like a pulmonary artery links them, and the bulwarks of government stand guard. On the south side of the avenue are the great piles of stone and copper rooftops of Justice and the Internal Revenue Service. Just across Tenth Street, close enough to lob a tennis ball, stands the FBI building, the J. Edgar Hoover Building, with its bristles of antennae and radio dishes.

Smaug’s patio belongs there, for hers, too, is an institution. She might even argue, silently, as she smokes a cigarette and looks out from that aerie, that her institution is stronger than those others. They serve at the pleasure of government. But government serves at hers.

She likes the deck, has a proprietary air about what she can see. Sometimes in the evening she goes there to be alone. Jack and Jill have seen her through the window glass, over where the wall makes a corner, peering eastward up Pennsylvania Avenue. Smaug leans up against the wall like a sort of capital mother on her porch, calling along Pennsylvania Avenue for the children to get home for supper. Up the avenue to the Capitol, down to the White House: when Smaug calls from the patio, the dark limousines rush to number 1005 Pennsylvania, and the children—as children everywhere—hurry home to be tucked in.

So much for the topography of Barnett and Associates. Its business is less easy to map. It began with Cynthia Barnett’s political consulting practice, and that remains its mainstay. But it has moved into other ventures. Now the firm handles lobbying of all kinds, has a subsidiary in the home security business, others in private investigation and surveillance, yet another that makes a tidy sum preparing corporate videos. It has even bought a profitable “paintball” company. All of these ventures derive ultimately from Smaug’s pervasive influence and contacts within the Republican party and the Washington and Pentagon elites.

But in September 1996, these enterprises are far from Cynthia Barnett’s mind. If she has thought about them at all over the past months, it is to reflect that they all derive from influence, which depends on Republican ascendancy, which, in turn, depends on her holding President Breed on message and defending the reelection.

Today Jack and Jill are nervous as they attend the sovereign. She is smoking a cigarette at her desk, frowning. Her face looks tired. The orders are barked with a shortness that warns Jack and Jill away from conversation. They stand in silent obeisance before the desk, avoiding eye contact and waiting for the orders to issue forth.

“Where am I tonight?”

Jill has the daily schedule. “Senator Dunn’s fund-raiser at six-thirty. Reception at the Smithsonian at—”

“Oh, God!”

“—eight,” Jill continues without breaking stride. “Lanchesters for dinner at nine.”

“Cancel the Smithsonian. Guest list at Lanchesters?”

“Commerce Secretary Coburn, Mr. and Mrs. Frontenac, Representatives Lewisham, Mandell, and Young—”

“Young will be drunk before the soup. So to speak. Admiral Benson?” “Yes. Undersecretary Addison, U.S. Attorney Hanscom French, Mrs.—”

“All right, that’s enough. I have to go. Did you pick up that suit for me, the white one—”

“Yes.”

“With the—”

“Pleated skirt. Yes, I picked it up this morning,” Jack says.

Smaug scowls. She always makes the Jacks pick up the dry-cleaning. It helps to emasculate them. But she grows a little testy when they respond well to the discipline and anticipate her whims. When they know to get the skirt with pleats. On the other hand, it is a bother to have the wrong clothes picked up. Life is difficult, sometimes, even when you are Smaug. “What time is my meeting at Commerce?”

“Ten-thirty.”

She looks at her watch. “Have the car ready. And bring me the dailies. And a decent cup of coffee.”

Jill throws a quick glance at Jack. She told him to brew a fresh pot, and he hasn’t done it. Jill turns on her heel.

“Get me Maxie’s latest numbers,” Cynthia Barnett says to Jack, and he, gratefully, hurries from the room. “And the film on that new Breed Medicare ad. Did they finish last night?”

“Yes, Cynthia. I’ve loaded it on the monitor in the conference room.”

She sighs, still in no mood for clever assistants to anticipate her, and waits for Jack to be gone. Jill is turning to follow him, but before she does, Smaug seems to soften, asks her, “Are we going to be reelected? Or is the New Jerusalem to be turned over to the heathen? What do you think?”

Jill has learned to resist flattery. She looks at the floor.

“I don’t know,” Smaug sighs. “The President is surrounded by fools. And Royall’s been acting funny lately.” She looks up at Jill. “Oh, never mind,” she says. “Go.”
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