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For Sarah, Amy, and Adi
———

 
 
Soyez mystérieuse
soyez amoureuse
et vous serez heureuse.
———
—PAUL GAUGUIN,
inscription carved on the
doorway of the house in the
South Seas where he died

ONE
I OWE MY INTRODUCTION TO SANDY GALVIN TO THE ONE essential, irreducible requirement of being a magazine editor, which is that you have to fill the white space. Our features editor, Annabelle Paige, had quit—she called it a “resignation in protest,” as if she were an aggrieved member of the President’s Cabinet—because I had changed a picture caption she had written. The picture was of a woman in her sixties who was trying to defy age and gravity in a low-cut ball gown. Our features editor had written, “The always charming Mrs. Robert P. Edgerly trips the life fantastic at the Ambassador’s Ball.” I had crossed that out and written, “Barbie’s mom? No, it’s Mrs. Robert P. Edgerly at the Ambassador’s Ball.”
Nothing too mean about that. Some women might actually take it as a compliment. And besides, Annabelle Paige hadn’t even gotten the cliché right. She was accident prone, our features editor—a blond former airline stewardess with a pert suburban accent that never quite concealed the awful truth that she was really from New Zealand. When she saw the change on the bluelines, she threw a three-alarm tantrum. She called the owner and burst into tears, saying that I was a cruel man who hated women and that she couldn’t stand to work for me one more hour, and so she quit. She must have expected the owner to try and talk her out of it, but it was the wrong day to pick this particular fight, because our monthly magazine, Reveal: The Social Bible of Washington, was in such a deep hole financially that the owner had actually been considering whether to fire Annabelle Paige. And now she didn’t have to. “Mmmm, delightful!” as Annabelle would say. The only thing our former features editor could do in retaliation was to pull the article she had written for the next issue—a profile of a man whose chief accomplishment, other than sucking up to Annabelle, was that he had been named northern Virginia’s Car Dealer of the Year. That left me with a two-page hole to fill, but not with a heavy heart.
“Annabelle quit,” I shouted down the hall to Pamela, my assistant. “She pulled her piece on the car dealer.” Our office was a tiny walk-up in an old building on Connecticut Avenue. It was a dump, frankly. Once upon a time, before the owner’s husband died, the office had been nicely decorated with attractive photographs and even a few paintings. But those had been sold off, and the best we could do now were old movie and travel posters tacked to the walls.
“Fuck!” said Pamela. She was a petite redhead, a recent graduate of American University who talked as if she had spent her life in the merchant marine. Her previous journalism experience consisted of one year on the college newspaper. “How are we supposed to fill the hole?” she demanded. “We’re closing tonight, remember? And I have a date, so if you’re expecting me to stay late, forget it.”
“Do you have any suggestions?” I asked.
“How the hell should I know who to profile? I’m twenty-two years old.”
I told Pamela not to worry. I was working the case. I would figure out a solution. But she was already on the phone, telling one of her friends what a loser I was.
And I couldn’t really dispute that. I was a tall, thin, balding man, with oversize black glasses like the kind Buddy Holly used to wear. The joke in high school was that if I turned sideways, all you could see was a straight line. People like Pamela existed in three dimensions; they took up space. But I lived in two dimensions, on printed pages. I had no mass. Just words.
NOTHING IMPORTANT IN LIFE is simply an accident. To believe otherwise would be to accept a universe in which everything is accidental, the random collision of billiard balls on a table, with no event connected to any other except in time and space. I’ve never been able to accept that randomness, especially when it involves things that matter—like my collision that day with the heretofore unseen world of Sandy Galvin. So much happened as a result of that particular carom that I cannot imagine it not having occurred. It changed my life, and his too.
So it could not have been mere chance that I called my friend Hugo Bell, the real estate snoop, for suggestions about whom to profile in place of the car dealer. And it could not have been mere chance that he had just noticed in some title records that a man had recently purchased a mansion in McLean, overlooking the Potomac River, and another mansion in Georgetown. Two trophy houses in one month—this was Reveal’s dream come true! And surely it could not have been mere chance that this multidomiciled man was named Carl S. Galvin, and that my friend happened to have his Virginia phone number on his desk.
I DIDN’T EXPECT HIM to answer the phone. The man had two mansions, after all. Why should he answer his own phone? “Hi!” I said brightly. “My name is David Cantor and I’m the editor of Reveal: The Social Bible of Washington. Is Mr. Galvin there?”
“What do you want?” answered the voice at the other end. “Mr. Galvin is busy.” He was clipped, dismissive; some sort of butler, I thought.
“We’d like to profile him in our next issue. A thousand words, with a nice picture. His comments about moving to Washington, inspirational thoughts for the kids. Instant celebrity!”
“He’s not interested,” said the voice. He was about to hang up.
“How do you know he’s not interested?” I did not relish the prospect of having to search for another profile subject that afternoon from among the limited galaxy of Washington’s rich and famous.
“Because I am Galvin. And I don’t want to be profiled by anything called Reveal. It sounds like a complete waste of time.”
“I hate that name too,” I said hastily. “I want to change it, but the owner won’t let me. The magazine used to be called Enjoy! And that was even worse, in my opinion. I wanted to rename it The Savant, which is what we aspire to be, but the owner said no—too obscure—so we compromised on Reveal. But I agree, it’s a terrible name. It’s a good magazine, however, and it will be good for you if we profile you. I promise.”
I was babbling. I was desperate. And as I said before, it was fate. He couldn’t say no. I wouldn’t let him.
“Why will it be good for me?” asked Galvin. There was a hint of mirth in his voice now. He was enjoying listening to my desperate pitch.
“Because we’ll make you famous. At least modestly so. You’re already rich, obviously, if you’ve bought two houses—that’s right, isn’t it? You did buy two houses, didn’t you?—so now, presumably, you want to be famous. That’s why people move to Washington. And our magazine is the gatekeeper. We tell people who they should be interested in, and if we profile you—boom!—you’re interesting. And there’s another reason you should say yes. We only do favorable profiles. I should probably be embarrassed by that, but I’m not. It’s a fact.”
He was chuckling out loud now, at my absurd begging. That’s one thing in my favor as an editor and as a human being. I have never been too proud to beg.
“Come by my house tonight and we’ll talk about it,” Galvin said. “I’m having a little party by the river. Seven to nine. We’ll see if you’re as ridiculous as you sound.”
“Which house?” I asked, but he had hung up. It had to be Virginia. I was home free. Even if he threw me out of the party, I already had enough to fill the white space.
I CALLED THE OWNER of Reveal before I left, to make sure she approved of my plan to sub Galvin for the car dealer. I liked her better now that she was a widow. Her late husband had bought the magazine for her as a kind of toy, but she had grown to love it and fought to keep it when the estate was settled. “I believe in journalism,” she told me earnestly, and she meant it, in her way. Her only rule was that we write nice things about her friends. Otherwise she didn’t care, so long as people complimented the magazine at parties. Which they always did, because they wanted her to print their pictures.
People may scoff at Reveal now, but in its day, everybody read it. And I know why. Because in a city where everything is serious and low in cholesterol, we were a big, gooey chocolate sundae. We fawned over the things people pretended they weren’t interested in—money, fancy clothes, big houses, cosmetic surgery—and we had just enough of a sneer to convey that we were better than that, too. I understood the rules of the game, when to grovel and when to sneer. And I never, ever picked fights with the owner’s friends. I knew, for example, that she didn’t like Jane Edgerly. Otherwise I would never have called her Barbie’s mom.
“We’re running a profile of a new arrival in town,” I explained to the owner. “A man named Galvin.”
“What does he do?” She sounded far away. I could hear the television in the background.
“I don’t know. But he’s very rich. He owns two mansions. And he appears to be unmarried, since he bought both places in his own name.” I knew that would interest her. She was still on the rebound, looking for Mr. Rich.
There was a pause on the other end of the phone. “Is he, uh . . . you know . . .”
The owner was getting sensitive about that subject. A few weeks ago she had received a postcard whose only message was “Too many Jews!!!” I tried to tell her it wasn’t our fault. The Jews were the ones making the money and going to the charity balls. The WASPs were losing it. Going to seed. Their children were staying at the summer house all year round. That was reality, but it made the owner nervous, so she had suggested a quota system for the photo spreads—a one-to-one ratio, chosen and unchosen. Believe me, it was hard finding enough dopey, pink-faced WASPs to fill out our pages. For the owner, it had become sort of an unmentionable subject, except that she mentioned it all the time. Like me, she was a secret member of the tribe. I wanted to reassure her.
“No,” I said. “I don’t think he’s Jewish. It didn’t come up, actually.”
“It’s all right,” she said with a sigh. “It doesn’t matter. Ask him to buy an ad in the next issue.”
NO ONE WAS LESS suited to chronicle Washington life than I, so I liked to think, and I consoled myself with that inner unsuitability long after I had become a creature of the nation’s capital.
I had come to Washington from the Midwest—a North Side suburb of Chicago, actually; not exactly corn country—but I had always felt like an outsider in the East. My father had been a lawyer, and he had assumed I would do the same, go to law school, come home to Highland Park and do the right thing. But he had actually done the wrong thing, it turned out, in terms of taking care of himself, and he died when I was in college. I wouldn’t have come home anyway, but his early death made it easier to explain why I was choosing the rootless, bootless life of a journalist. I didn’t want to end up like my dad, with a law practice and a country club membership and the good wishes of my friends on the holidays but dead at forty-five.
My father lived to see me go off to Harvard, which probably added to his sense of security and well-being but had the opposite effect on me. That’s Harvard’s secret, if you didn’t know. Yale or Princeton or Stanford make a man feel good about himself, comfortable, secure in the world. Harvard deliberately inculcates the opposite sensation. You think you’re smart? Well, look around, sonny boy. Smart people, wall-to-wall, as far as the eye can see. You’re nothing. Less than nothing. You can’t even get laid on the weekend, the way those blockheads from Yale and Princeton and Stanford do. The message is, You may be smart, but so what? You’re still a loser. That’s why Harvard graduates do so well in the world. They are creatures of insecurity.
And I suspect that’s also why so many Harvard grads ended up in Washington. We understood the place. It was pure anxiety, one big SAT test. Everyone was an outsider here; no one really belonged—except for those aging pink-faced alcoholics in Reveal’s Around the Whirl section, whose fathers’ fathers had gone to the right prep schools but whose own sons couldn’t get in because the blood was running a little thin. They belonged, the pink faces, but everyone else was insecure, impermanent, newly arrived. That’s what the Nigerian cabdrivers had in common with the K Street lawyers and the real estate developers and the journalistic vipers-in-waiting. None of us belonged. We were all struggling to make it. The city’s esteemed, somnambulant newspaper, The Washington Sun and Tribune, treated us like picaresque vagrants. But my magazine, God bless it, wanted to show us the way.
My appreciation of anxiety as a lifestyle has shaped my philosophy of magazines, which I can summarize as follows: Write about the A’s—but for the B’s. The people who really are movers and shakers don’t have time to read society magazines, and they don’t need instruction in how to be rich and famous—because they already are. But everyone else is dying to know the secrets—in anticipation of the day when they too will be asked to serve as cochair of the Leukemia Ball, or get appointed ambassador to Luxembourg, or marry the twenty-nine-year-old ex-model who looks so delectable in that beaded Emanuel Ungaro cocktail dress. That was why it was so important to have the newly rich represented in our pages—so that our readers could see themselves taking that step up. They could see the real estate developer, whose biggest claim to fame heretofore had been building the big shopping mall outside Annapolis, standing next to the secretary of state, for God’s sake—he and his wife looking a little nervous, but being there, taking that step up from B-dom to A-dom. And we were there too, as chroniclers and voyeurs.
My only real question about Galvin was whether he was a B or an A. Was he a car dealer wanting to get his picture taken next to the President? Or was he one of nature’s aristocrats—a man who truly was indifferent whether Reveal ran a story about him—and for that reason absolutely, positively the one we wanted? I knew nothing about him, other than the fact that he owned two huge houses. But I had the odd feeling you get standing by the railroad tracks, when the rails begin to hum and the birds twitter in the trees and you know, even though you can’t see it yet, that there is a big train coming.

TWO
IT WAS A GOOD NIGHT FOR A PARTY—LATE JUNE, A sapphire-blue sky darkening to a soft Virginia purple as the evening fell. The azaleas and dogwoods of spring were gone, but the summer heat hadn’t scorched the grass yet, and there was a lovely green on the trees, the lawns, the ferns, everywhere you looked. As I turned down Galvin’s long driveway, I saw the first signs of his “little” party. Cars were parked on both sides of the drive, handsome sedans in iridescent colors never found in nature, resting on the green grass.
I had brought along our regular party photographer, a likable social miscreant who spent his evenings photographing women in fancy dresses so that he could indulge his real passion, which was playing the harmonica in a blues band that never had any concert engagements. “We should park,” he said helpfully, so I nestled my gray Honda Civic in between a tangerine Lexus and a powder-blue BMW. Though we were still far from the house, we could hear the sound of the partygoers below—shrill laughs, an occasional shriek, but mostly a low, melodious chorus that seemed to bounce off the trees above and the river below.
The house came into view as we rounded a green curve. It had a handsome redbrick facade, and was simple but imposing. It might have been an Edwardian country house. A pool and gardens stretched to the right, and beyond the house a broad lawn sloped gently toward the cliffs overlooking the river. Perhaps I’ve seen larger houses, but not in Washington. I rang the bell and a butler answered, a real butler this time, who knew who I was and said that Mr. Galvin was out back with his guests. We made our way through a large living room that had been decorated in handsome, if eclectic, style—a fine Persian carpet, Chinese silk screens, an iconic Warhol portrait of Marilyn Monroe on the far wall. The unifying theme was that everything was pleasing to the eye, and had cost a lot of money.
As we neared the door, we saw the guests arrayed on the deck and on the lush lawn below. My photographer began taking pictures. Many of the guests were well-known Washington faces: the impish, streetwise bureau chief of The New York Times; the plummy British ambassador and his starstruck wife; the columnists, leaning intently toward their sources in government, several of whom looked like they could use a good cry, what with the President’s troubles; and the many former government officials, now better tailored and far wealthier than when they had been in government, who had the empty serenity of people who don’t have enough to do. There were other guests too—businesspeople you didn’t usually see at Washington parties. A Nobel laureate who had founded a local biotechnology company and become rich, rich, rich. A thirty-five-year-old boy entrepreneur who had created an Internet company that the stock market now judged more valuable than General Motors; he was sporting a black leather jacket with his company name in script on the back. This was an odd party, I remember thinking. How could Galvin have gotten all these prominent people to come to his house so soon after arriving in town?
We were at something of a disadvantage, my photographer and I, because neither of us knew what Carl Galvin actually looked like. I told the photographer to stop shooting. I didn’t want to get thrown out before we at least had eyeballed him. We made our way down the back stairs toward the lawn. The guests parted as we approached, and looked away blankly, as if we were tradesmen who had wandered in through the wrong door. That offended me—I belonged! I had been invited!—so I grabbed a glass of wine from a silver tray and strolled off toward the stone wall that overlooked the water. It had been a rainy spring, and the Potomac was still a surging, white-water river. Later in the summer it would slow to a dry-bed trickle, but for now it cascaded over its narrow banks, carrying silt and brush from the uplands toward the city.
The photographer sat down on the stone wall and announced that he wasn’t moving until we found our man. I gazed up the slope toward the crowd of partygoers, searching for a face I didn’t recognize. There was a stirring up near the house, laughter, arms extended to shake hands.
I knew him instantly. He was tall and broad-shouldered, standing nearly a head above most of his guests. He was wearing a summer suit that was draped on his frame in the comfortable, elegant way that movie stars from the 1940s wore their clothes. He was talking with the deputy secretary of the Treasury, and the odd thing was that the deputy secretary was leaning toward Galvin, straining to hear what he had to say. As Galvin made his point, the deputy secretary nodded in that grave Washington way, prompting the host to do something most unusual. He smiled—the broadest smile I had seen in months—as if to say, What a night, what a place, what a pleasure! And the deputy secretary smiled back nearly as broadly, with the self-satisfied look of a fellow conspirator. And I understood, in that moment, the essential fact about Galvin: He knew how to make people happy.
He had seen me staring at him, and he began making his way toward me, still smiling. A woman caught his arm and he turned to her and whispered something that made her laugh. Then he pointed down the hill to me and made an apology. She watched him walk away and called out something that I couldn’t hear but didn’t have to. She wanted him for herself. They all did.
“You must be the magazine man,” said Galvin, extending his hand. It was a soft handshake: polite, nothing to prove, establishing distance and intimacy at the same time. My camera-laden friend had dismounted the stone wall and was beginning to shoot. Galvin retreated a step. “And this must be the photographer, although I don’t remember anything about photographs. But never mind. What have you got to say for yourself, Mr. Editor? Something revelatory, I hope.”
“Nice house,” I said dumbly. He had taken me off guard. I don’t know what I had expected, but it wasn’t this prince among his newfound courtiers. “I apologize for bringing along the photographer, but the truth is, we need a photograph, and I thought it was in the spirit of my request. I just need to ask you a few questions and then I’ll leave. Gratefully. I promise.” I had taken a notebook from my pocket and was poised, ready to write.
He was frowning. I had disappointed him in some way. I studied his face so I would be able to describe it, in case he threw me out. He was surprisingly dark, close up, with a deep tan and jet-black hair that was cut short and sculpted to his face. It was a face that was as smooth and sharp as an arrowhead. The face, combined with that lovely draped suit, gave him the appearance of a man who had fallen out of time, from the Stork Club long ago, directly to here and now.
“Let’s take a walk,” he said, taking me by the elbow and leaving the photographer behind. “That way, people will assume that I know you, and that you’re not just some party crasher from a society magazine.”
“Sure,” I said. “Let’s take a walk.” We were about the same height, but I felt pencil thin standing next to him. I realized that I was wasting time, being sociable. We had to close the issue that night. I needed information. “Why did you buy two houses?” I asked greedily. That was the peg for my story; I had to nail that one.
“On the record?” he queried, arching his eyebrows.
I nodded.
“The answer is that I couldn’t make up my mind. One friend told me I absolutely had to live in Georgetown. Another said I had to live in McLean. I found two beautiful houses and decided to buy them both.”
“That’s mush,” I said. “And it makes you sound indecisive. What about off the record?” I put down my pen.
“Off the record, they were great investments. I’m going to flip the one in Georgetown and make a killing. And your article is going to help.” He winked. He had just done it to me, too. We were coconspirators.
“Use me!” I said. “I have to respect someone who’s completely unprincipled. Not a problem with me. Now, let’s go back on the record. Are you planning to sell your Georgetown house after my article appears and make a killing?”
“No comment.” A sweet smile, nonchalant. It was obvious now. The man was a jewel thief.
“Let’s try the basics,” I said, pen poised above my pad again. “Where are you from?”
He waved his hand dismissively. “My butler will give you a biography. It has all the details, or at least all the ones I’m prepared to share with the readers of Reveal. Where are you from?”
“Chicago. North Side. After that, I went to Harvard. But that was a long time ago. Now, like everyone else in this city, I’m not really from anywhere.”
“Pity. I’m from someplace very particular. But we do have one thing in common. I went to Harvard, just like you. But I dropped out. Best thing I ever did.” He gave me that smile again. Unforced, natural, as spontaneous as a puff of wind. When he smiled, it was as if a little spotlight had been turned onto his face, highlighting the smooth tan cheeks and the white teeth and the sparkling eyes.
“Why was dropping out such a smart move?” I asked.
“Because it gave me all this.” He gestured with a broad sweep of his hand toward the lawn, the house, the guests. “It taught me to take risks, and not to listen to what other people think.”
“But how did you get so rich?” I was writing down everything he said, but it was crap. I still didn’t know anything. I needed some juice.
“It’s in the bio,” Galvin said. By now, I noticed, he had walked me around to the side door, away from the guests. My photographer was trotting along behind, humming the tune to “Hootchie Kootchie Man.” Galvin shook my hand, thanked me for coming, apologized for not having more time. I threw out a few of those junk questions that pass for color in magazine profiles—“What’s your favorite TV show?” “What’s the last book you read?” “If you could be any movie star, who would you be?”—but he wasn’t playing. It was all in the bio, he said.
I had one last item. It was boilerplate, but it yielded my first hint of the irregularities that were hidden inside this imposing package.
“What does the S stand for?” I asked.
“Sandburg,” he answered softly. “My full name is Carl Sandburg Galvin. People used to call me Sandy in college. I was named after the poet. Never quite lived up to it, but I’m trying.”
IT TURNED OUT THERE was almost nothing in the bio. I read it as soon as I got back to my car, under the dim yellow light of the reading lamp. It said he had made his money in “overseas investments.” It didn’t say where he was born, or where he had lived before moving here. It said he had never graduated from college but didn’t mention Harvard. The only really useful piece of information was the explanation of why he had come to Washington: “Mr. Galvin is establishing a fund that will invest in a range of local and national businesses, including the media business.”
HE INTERESTED ME. HE was dragging something invisible along behind him, which was giving off sparks. The general type was familiar enough to Reveal readers: They arrived every year in the capital from St. Louis or Phoenix, men who had just sold the family department-store chain or real estate business to set themselves up as problem solvers, party givers, candidates for ambassadorial posts in northern latitudes. They quickly discovered which schools, churches and synagogues would confer the most prestige; their wives found the right personal trainer, caterer and book club. Friends who’d arrived here in earlier expeditions of civic duty put them up for the right clubs. It wasn’t all that different from the way things worked back in St. Louis, really—just a bigger version.
But Galvin was something else. He maintained the aloof confidence of an outsider; the city was paying him court. It wasn’t simply that he was so rich. He appeared to have a different sort of ambition—not to join the conversation, but to alter it. What would make a man so sure of himself? And what was he lacking, that had brought him here? He didn’t seem to want power, at least not in the usual sense of running for office or obtaining a Cabinet post. He wanted something more raw and immediate—the ability to command attention, to make people listen. But I had no idea what he would say.

THREE
THE PRESIDENT’S TROUBLES CONTINUED TO WORSEN that summer, which added to the sense of oppression and entrapment that is part of Washington in July. It was as if an impermeable membrane had been placed over the top of the city, which prevented anything from escaping: air, heat, imagination, gossip—all trapped inside the bubble with the sweltering residents. The precise details of the scandal were difficult to ascertain back then; a grand jury was meeting in secret, supposedly, to hear evidence about the President’s criminal activities. Accounts of what those crimes might be varied from day to day, depending on which witnesses were before the grand jury and what news organizations were leading the chase. The general assessment of the President’s situation seemed to fluctuate with the level of the stock market. So long as it remained buoyant, the consensus was that he would survive.
Not even the publication of a new issue of Reveal—and the wet kiss it bestowed upon Carl Sandburg Galvin—could relieve the gloomy July mood. The profile was a tidy piece of hackwork, if I do say so myself. I described the arrival of this mysterious outsider into our bubble; I sketched the scene at his garden party, the way he looked and talked and moved among his guests. We’d gotten a good photo of him too, standing on his lawn with the house and guests behind—the thinnest wisp of a smile on his face, but just enough to establish a bond with the reader and whisper: Look at me! Look at this!
I made a point of noting the many questions Galvin had refused to answer about himself, and I included comments from several of the guests. One of them, a newsmagazine writer known for his laconic, preppy asides, said Galvin had come to town to rescue his old friend, the President. A Washington hostess said she’d heard he’d been some sort of spy. A local investment banker said that was poppycock; Galvin had made his money in the oil business. He was a buccaneer capitalist, this man claimed—one of the smartest and most ruthless in the world. It didn’t matter whether any of it was true, it added to the allure. All people were certain of about Galvin was that he was rich, charming and had already made large contributions to several of the capital’s most deserving and fashionable charities.
Galvin himself telephoned the day after the July issue had been deposited on the doorsteps of all the right Zip Codes. Pamela took the call. I told her I didn’t want to talk to him just then and to say that I was out. She got half of it right. I listened through the thin wall as she said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Galvin. He doesn’t want to talk to you.”
I was too nervous to speak with him, frankly. People only call after an article is published to say that you’ve gotten something wrong, and I didn’t want to know yet what I had screwed up. It was a purely neurotic reaction—like getting a letter that you just don’t want to open and letting it gather dust on the table for a few days, until it’s safe. Clearly that had never happened to Pamela. She admonished me that it was wrong to lie, even on the phone, and that I should never have told her to do so. What she actually said was that I was a “total wacko,” but never mind. Pamela scared me. What worried me most was the possibility that she was the normal one.
I didn’t return Galvin’s call the rest of that day. I thought I’d let it age a bit. And it was too hot to do any work anyway, especially something taxing like making a phone call. So I went to the movies and sat in the back near an air-conditioning vent.
I was still thinking about Galvin the next morning when the owner summoned me. She suggested that we have lunch at the Jockey Club, which was a bad sign. The restaurant had been the hangout for a certain kind of long-in-the-tooth celebrity when the Republicans were in the White House; it was the place where Johnny Carson’s ex-wife lunched when she was in town, and Ed McMahon probably would have eaten there too, if he ever came to Washington. My poor owner liked to go there when she needed to feel substantial. The staff fawned over you, if you were a regular and tipped well. It was obvious the owner had something bad to tell me, because she was already drinking a glass of wine when I arrived.
“We’re going broke,” she said morosely. I was relieved; I already knew that.
Her slender hand was gripping the wineglass a bit too tightly. She was looking around the room to make sure that nobody important was present to witness her distress. She looked especially beautiful that day, I thought. She was a slight blond woman, with a fine-boned face. Her features had been highlighted and softened in all the right ways for so many years that she made you think she had been born with those eyebrows, that her hair had that soft sweep when she woke up in the morning. It is the highest calling of artifice to seem so natural. Her beauty was heightened by the edge of anxiety, by the distracted, doelike look in her eye.
“This time it’s serious, my dear,” she said, taking a quick drink of wine and putting the glass back unsteadily on the table. “Finlandia has canceled the back-page vodka ad. Chanel is pulling its dress ads, starting in October. And the plastic surgeons have just sent me a group letter saying that unless we do a special issue on breast augmentation, they’re gone too. Which leaves us with the real estate ads and a few caterers and those swimming pool builders, and that’s it. Which isn’t enough to pay the bills.”
I didn’t say anything in response, and there was a long, funereal pause as we both contemplated the prospect that The Social Bible of Washington might cease publication. I reached out and touched her hand. Sometimes, words just don’t suffice. She gave me a wan smile as if to say, So this is what it has come to . . . being comforted by you.
“What should we do?” she asked at last.
“We could change the name again,” I offered. “I’ve never been sure that Reveal is quite right. It’s a little cheap. It doesn’t fully convey the ambition of what we’re trying to do.”
“What do you suggest?” she asked warily. We had been down this road before, a few years ago. “And please don’t say The Savant again. Because that’s out of the question.”
“I was thinking of something more upmarket.” I paused, and not just for effect—I was trying to think of something. “How about Lush. That sounds rich, verdant, fructifying. Or Moist. Same thing, but more mysterious.”
“You’re kidding, please. Lush sounds like a magazine for drunks. Moist sounds like an underarm deodorant. You’re losing it, David. Try again.”
“Okay. I agree. Those aren’t very good. How about something that would speak to advertisers directly. Position the product differently. Something like Flaunt It! with an exclamation point. That’s elemental, right? Read this magazine, buy the stuff in it, and you can tell the world to go to hell. Or maybe Go for It! Same thing, but a little less intense. Or Indulge! Candlelight, soft focus. Or just call it Envy! I like that. It’s in your face, unembarrassed. And that’s the business we’re in. We exist to make you realize that someone else has a bigger house, a younger wife, a richer husband. We sell envy!”
I paused a moment. I wasn’t sure whether I was serious or pulling her leg. That was the problem with this job. It was so completely ridiculous to begin with, it was hard to know what was serious and what was a joke. “The more I think about it,” I said, “the more I like Flaunt It! That says everything to me.”
“Stop it!” she said. “This isn’t a game. It’s real. I’m going to close the magazine unless we can get some new money in a hurry. I take my journalistic responsibility very seriously. I know this community needs me. But I am not going to sell the house on Martha’s Vineyard just to meet the payroll. I won’t do it! And we can’t continue like this.”
“You’re right,” I answered solemnly. “Something must be done. We can’t just let the magazine die.” I told her I would make a list of advertisers we could approach. Jewelers were a good bet. We already had a special wedding issue in June, but maybe we could add an engagement issue. And the people who sold linens—sheets and towels, bedspreads—we hadn’t even tried them. “September is bedding month!” And orthodontists! Why hadn’t I thought of that before? Reveal readers certainly cared about straight teeth. We should own that marketplace. I promised the owner I would make a list of the top orthodontists.
BUT WHAT I WAS really thinking was that I needed an escape plan. It made no sense for me to remain on the deck of Reveal and go down nobly with the ship. No sense at all. And besides, disloyalty is an underrated virtue. It’s the very soul of our political and economic life. Clearly it was time to think about jumping ship, but the question was, Where to go?
I had always thought it best to avoid making career plans. It seemed to me that ambition was dangerous. You set yourself a goal, fine—but what happens when you don’t achieve it? You feel miserable, and for good reason. You have failed. Your friends have watched with silent pleasure as you’ve tried to climb a notch above them and then slipped ignominiously backward. They’ve sent you notes offering heartfelt, insincere condolences. Whereas, if you never set a goal, you never risk failure. You are blown by the winds of unemployment until you land on fertile ground, take root and flower. Or wither and die, as the case may be, but it doesn’t matter, because nobody will see that you’ve screwed up.
My chief career fantasy, in those moments when I allowed myself to imagine that Reveal would not be a lifetime job, had involved the television industry. Not to become one of those robot reporters who are always badgering people about what it feels like to have lost a child or an election or an Olympic medal. No, that sounded less attractive even than law school or a career in gastroenterology. My ambition, if you can call it that, lay in a different direction entirely.
This will sound peculiar, even to people with a taste for the exotic, but I dreamed of working as a booker on The Jerry Springer Show. Though he is not widely appreciated among the mineral-water set, Jerry is the Meriwether Lewis of popular culture. He journeys each day into uncharted lands—to discover the poor child who declares, “I’m twelve and I take care of my 680-pound mom!” or to encounter the young woman who boasts, “I want to be a teen stripper!” or to unlock the riddle of “Zack: The 70-pound Baby.” That last was one of my favorite episodes, actually. What mother would not be interested in the saga of an eighteen-month-old toddler who weighs seventy pounds? An adventure in parenting, to say nothing of all those diapers.
What America secretly wonders each night watching Jerry is: Where do they find these people? Under what rock, around what bend, up what hollow do they live? And I wanted to know the answer. I wanted to be the booker, the man who conducted the initial interview with Clem, the fifty-pound baby, and decided: Nope! Sorry, you just don’t cut it. We’re gonna wait for Zack. I wanted to take the first unvarnished look at the woman who decided to tell her boyfriend, on national TV, that she’s really a man. I wanted to meet the woman who boasted, “I broke the world’s sex record!” (The magic number here, if you’re not a regular Jerry viewer, was three hundred men in a single porno movie.) These people seemed like miracles—too good for real life. Would they even exist if Jerry wasn’t there to tell their stories?
In all seriousness: There is nothing more uplifting on television today than Jerry Springer, and that includes Mobil Masterpiece Theatre. The astounding revelations go on, night after night, a pageant of the infinitely perverse and interesting ways ordinary Americans find to express themselves in this homogenized, soulless land. The mineral-water camp is always talking about the importance of diversity. Well, this is diversity, by God! “I’m in Love with a Serial Killer.” “I Stole My 12-year-old’s Boyfriend!” “My 15-year-old Son Wears a Dress!” “I Married a Horse!”
This is what we have left at the end of the American century. This is our special gift. Can you imagine producing such a show in a formerly great nation like France or Germany or England? Of course not. They haven’t the energy for it, the gift for self-invention. They are dead cultures, while we are alive—expectorating, excreting, mutating, evolving toward a higher and better state. But I digress.

FOUR
PAMELA QUIT THE NEXT DAY. THAT SHOULDN’T HAVE FELT like a blow—she was an incompetent secretary, and she frightened me—but it did. She was a quicker rat off the sinking ship than I, that was the troubling thing. I was losing my touch. “How dare you?” I said when she announced this would be her last day, or morning, actually, because she would be taking a long lunch. “Hey, asshole,” she responded. “Get a life!” No point really in continuing that conversation.
I called the owner and advised her that our merry band had been reduced by one—two if you also counted our recently departed features editor, Annabelle Paige. That should have pleased her—one less person to dismiss when Reveal went belly up—but it seemed instead to have the opposite effect. “It’s the end, isn’t it?” she said lugubriously. “They know.”
“Not at all,” I answered. “It’s not the end. It’s not even the beginning of the end. It’s more like the end of the beginning.”
“Please, David. I appreciate the sentiment, but you aren’t Winston Churchill, and this isn’t World War Two. Have you called any of the orthodontists yet?”
I had to admit that I had not. That plunged the owner deeper into despair. I was becoming concerned—I didn’t want her to jump ship before me, too. We had to hold on long enough for me to devise an “exit strategy,” as
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