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A sudden change in course…

It was about 1 PM on Monday, April 10, 2000, and I
was perplexed.

I’d just come from an interview with six
social workers, and I had six voices ringing in my head with no
clear focus on the story I expected to write. I’m the special
projects editor for the Great Falls Tribune, a
35,000-circulation daily newspaper in the middle of Montana. I was
finally back at my desk, but I wasn’t even sure of the questions I
still needed to ask or the people I still needed to talk to.

Suddenly, the ringing telephone broke my
concentration.

“This is CBS Radio News in New York City,”
said the voice on the telephone, “and we’re calling to get your
reaction.”

“Sure,” I said, “to what?”

“To the Pulitzer Prize,” said the voice. “You
are aware you’ve won a Pulitzer Prize, aren’t you?”

“Right,” I responded, sarcasm beginning to
gather in my voice. “Now who is this anyway?”

“CBS Radio News in New York City,” said the
voice.

“Right,” I said, sarcasm at full flow, “I’ll
call you boys back later.”

I hung up the phone and set off to look for
the practical joker in my newsroom, forgetting for a moment that no
one really even knew I’d entered my series of stories on alcoholism
in journalism’s most prestigious competition. After all, I had
reasoned, when I fell short, who would know?

But no one in the newsroom was giggling.
There wasn’t even a smirk.

So I went back to my desk and clicked onto
the newswire. Sure enough, there were the bulletins of Pulitzers
being announced. I scrolled down and suddenly saw my own name.

There are moments when everything stops —
heart, lungs, mind, everything — and that was one of them. It was
simply unbelievable, inconceivable that I would win one of the
nation’s most prized awards. Then, in that frozen moment, I was
startled by a ringing telephone.

It was the same voice from CBS Radio News in
New York City again. “Mr. Newhouse, we’d really like to talk
to you.”

What could I do? I apologized and said
something mindless and inane for a minute or so. To be honest, I
have no clue today what I said then. Then I hung up and headed down
the hall to the editor’s office. He wasn’t back from lunch yet.

But the publisher, Pat Frantz, was in her
office, so I ambled in, trying to appear nonchalant, leaned against
the doorjamb, and told her I had some news. “Good news, I hope,”
she replied, probably noticing my ashen face.

“We just won the P-P-P-P-P-Pulitzer Prize,” I
said.

“We won the WHAT?” she asked, grabbing
the edge of her desk with both hands so hard I thought she’d
splinter the wood. It was only the second time in a century that a
newspaper in Montana had won a Pulitzer Prize; that first prize
went to Mel Ruder, editor of the Hungry Horse News, a weekly
newspaper, for his superb coverage of massive flooding in 1964.
Suddenly, we’d become the only daily newspaper in Montana to win a
Pulitzer.

Back out in the newsroom, AP had just called
for an interview, and everyone was standing, staring at me as if I
had suddenly grown wings (or horns). I was trying to talk on the
telephone and talk with my colleagues simultaneously. Jim Strauss,
the executive editor, came back into the office from the used car
lots (I later learned that he was looking at cars because his car
had been heavily damaged the night before by a drunken driver) and
gave me a hug, very strange behavior for both of us. I called my
wife, Susie, for a moment to tell her, then champagne appeared and
there were toasts and newsroom jubilation. I got a quick call off
to my mother and asked her to notify my daughters and the rest of
the family.

Then Susie showed up and gave me a big hug. I
had not asked her to come to the office, but she clearly understood
that something very important had happened, and she wanted to know
more about it. Suddenly as I hugged her I was in tears, an image
captured by photo editor Mark Sterkel that showed up in many
newspapers around the country, in Editor & Publisher
magazine, and on the cover of the Gannetteer magazine.



Calls came from friends all over the country,
but there was some business as well — and I now found myself on the
other end of an interview. I remember talking with a reporter from
the Boston Globe and overhearing Strauss telling the staff
that the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times
were on hold.

After the champagne ran out, we switched to
punch and coffee, more appropriate beverages to celebrate a
yearlong series of stories about the effects of alcohol abuse. And
a cake appeared.

Finally, Susie and I went out to dinner with
friends, got home, found about 15 messages on the phone machine,
called our kids to tell them the great news, and collapsed into
bed.

It’s hard to describe my emotions on that
day. Pulitzers are the golden seal of journalism, and I’d worked
with one or two people who’d actually won one. But the possibility
of my ever winning one seemed so outlandish that I’d never really
stopped to consider it. They usually go to nationally known
reporters for the New York Times or the Washington
Post, not to unknown reporters slaving for tiny newspapers in
rural America. So after the announcement, I was completely
overloaded, operating on adrenaline (and a little alcohol).

I didn’t sleep well that night. I was really
wound up with the excitement of the award. As the reporter from the
Los Angeles Times had told me, “Whether or not you know it,
you have just established what the third, fourth, and fifth words
of your obituary are going to be.” That was a heady thought.

And C-Span had asked for a live interview at
5 AM Montana time, so every time I drifted off, I would wake up to
make sure I didn’t oversleep. Finally about 4:15 AM, I gave up, got
up, fixed a pot of coffee, and sat and read by the phone.

We live a simple lifestyle out in the country
without Internet and without cable television. The morning
newspaper hadn’t come, and in that peaceful dark before dawn I was
frankly beginning to doubt whether the events of yesterday had
really occurred. When the phone finally rang at 5 AM, I said to the
young lady on the other end, “I’m so glad you called. I was
beginning to worry that this phone wasn’t ever going to ring and
that yesterday would turn out to be the most incredible dream I’d
ever had.”

“Oh no, Mr. Newhouse, it’s no dream,” she
said. “You’re on the front page of the New York Times this
morning.”

That was heady stuff, too.

When I got to the office that morning, I
found that we had added the words “Pulitzer Prize-winning
newspaper” to the Tribune’s flag on the top of the front
page. I was so proud and went through the newsroom, clapping people
on the back and saying, “We put that there! Us! Forever!”

I also found a phone message from Bill
Broderson, a severe alcoholic whom I followed around for the entire
year, writing a story on his progress every month. He turned out to
be a gripping element of the series because I met him in the detox
unit of our local hospital. Then he went back to drinking for a
couple of months. After that he went on the wagon, but couldn’t
find any work he could do and fought boredom by walking
relentlessly all over town. In mid-summer he resumed drinking with
a vengeance, camping out along the river near our newspaper office.
When he woke up one morning and found himself covered with rats, he
tried to beat them off with a rock and discovered that they were
simply figments of his own imagination — the DTs. That got him back
into treatment, and he tried hard over the fall to straighten his
life out, winning government disability benefits and buying a small
trailer to live in. But by December, he’d pawned the trailer to buy
booze, and the last story in the 12-part series found him back in
the detox unit again.

When Broderson heard about the Pulitzer
Prize, he was again in the detox unit. But he walked out the next
morning and left me another message that said, “Meet me downtown.”
So I walked up the alley behind the bars he normally frequents and
found him rummaging through Dumpster trash bins. We went into the
Lobby Bar. He ordered orange juice, I ordered coffee, and I told
him of the significance of the prize: this would give us a national
audience for our work.

He was pleased, but preoccupied. Finally, he
blurted out, “Now that you’re rich, can I borrow $10?”

“Bill,” I said, “I’ll buy you lunch for the
rest of your life, and I’ll buy you orange juice until your
eyeballs float. But I’m damned if I’ll help you drink yourself to
death.”

Angered, he went off up the street to another
bar, and I started to walk back to the office. Several passing car
horns honked and people gave me big waves or thumbs up. In one
parking lot a woman stopped me to say, “You don’t know me, but I’m
a recovering alcoholic and you have told my story so that people
can finally understand who I am and why I am this way.” Another
woman stopped me on the street to tell me that my stories had
helped her make sense of a thorny relationship she was trying to
cultivate with an alcoholic drug addict. Another woman stopped her
car in the middle of the street to shout at me that I was a
wonderful journalist, a wonderful journalism teacher (at the
University of Great Falls), and she was proud to have taken my
class, proud to have known me.

In the middle of the afternoon, I got a call
from the attorney who had represented Broderson during his
disability hearings. “Bill was just in here,” he said, “and wanted
to know if we could sue the Tribune for his share of the
Pulitzer Prize money. I threw him out of my office until he sobered
up, and I’ll tell you personally that I wouldn’t touch that suit
with a long pole.”

It was typical behavior for an alcoholic
whose personality frequently changed like the light thrown from a
prism, all depending on the amount of alcohol he had ingested. Dirk
Gibson, supervisor of the Addiction Medicine Center at Benefis
Healthcare, said he could have predicted the request. “It just
shows you the power that alcohol has over his life,” he said. “All
he’s concerned about is where his next drink is coming from.”

Over the following days, I received hundreds
of visitors, phone calls, cards, telegrams, and letters. But the
one that moved me most deeply was a simple card from a long-time
Tribune subscriber that said, “Thank you for providing us
with world-class news, and thank you for being a hometown hero.”
Being a hero was never in my job description, and I worried whether
I could live up to that honor (still worry, in fact).

The weekend after the award, we held a big
staff celebration at Pat Frantz’s house and, a few days later, a
community celebration in the Tribune conference room. The
place was packed with hundreds of people, and I hugged just about
every one of them. Afterward, both elbows ached as though they had
been permanently elongated.

But the best part of the celebration was that
six of the people I had written about — six of the people who
shared their darkest secrets on the front page of our paper, using
their full names and photos, six of the people I had been most
worried that somehow I might hurt — came to congratulate me on the
honor and share in the jubilation. That they had received community
support for opening up their lives was so wonderful it brought
tears to my eyes. And it was a wonderful feeling, knowing that the
people who had the most to lose were there cheering us on.

On Easter Sunday, I was stunned to find
Broderson coming up the aisle of our church, smelling of beer but
relatively sober. His apartment was right across the street from
our Lutheran church, but he had never been bold enough to come
inside. Instead, he’d draw a happy face on the dirty door of our
Jeep as he walked down to the convenience store to get another
12-pack of beer.

Easter Sunday was different. He sat with us
in the front row of the church. Our pastor, Tim Christensen,
started out the service by asking all the students who had received
a superior mark in a recent music competition to stand; three stood
and received a round of applause.

Then he asked everyone who had won a Pulitzer
Prize to stand. I stood and was stunned. I’d been told that I was
only the second Montanan in the state’s history to win a Pulitzer,
and after everyone in the church heard that, they all got to their
feet, clapping and cheering and whistling.

As the noise eventually began to die down, I
reached down, grabbed Broderson by the shoulder, pulled him up to
his feet, turned him to face the congregation, and said, “I want
you to meet Bill Broderson, the alcoholic I have been following
around for this past year. Without him, this never could have
happened.”

So they gave Broderson a round of applause,
something that left him speechless. I’m sure he has never been
applauded like that in his lifetime.

Later that afternoon, Susie and I were back
home, sitting comfortably in a big chair together when Susie said,
“Why don’t you write a diary about the first year after winning the
Pulitzer Prize?”

Why not? It had been two weeks since I had
received word that I had won, and the excitement was dying down
somewhat. I was beginning to think I might have a life of my own
again. But still, it sounded like a lot of work.

“Why do all your best ideas involve more work
for someone else?” I asked her.

“I have better ideas for other people than I
do for myself,” responded Susie, her logic, as usual, impeccable.
She would not want, she said, to lose such joys as the Pulitzer
climb of yesterday to our mutual, failing memories.

And it’s true — there had been some wonderful
memories.

It had been a glorious climb on Saturday, to
the nostril of the Sleeping Giant, a huge rock outcropping along
the Missouri River just downstream of the Gates of the Mountains.
We struggled up a scree field, parked our Black Lab, Grendel, under
a tree, and hit a saddle with our friends, Paul Edwards, Tom
Kotynski, Katie Myers, and her son Chip. “I have cookies for after
the ascent,” announced Paul, whose wife Helen is an extraordinarily
good cook. So we scrambled up the giant’s nostril where we found a
weathered cross lashed together, with a glass bottle on the rocks
beneath it containing a notebook for recording mountaintop
visitors. We proclaimed ours to be a Pulitzer Prize-winning ascent,
took some pictures, looked at the pleasure boats that seemed like
toys in the river far below, climbed back down the nose, and
awaited the cookies.

But Tom was thrilled about a steeper, but
equally tall ascent on the other end of the saddle. It was a
straight climb, with a drop of several thousand feet should a
finger or toe slip from a niche — or should a loose rock crumble
and fall. I had no intention of attempting such a precarious honor,
and it hurt even to watch our friend risk his life. He made the top
with no problem, but had difficulties coming down, and Paul went up
to guide his feet into the proper footholds. Then Susie broke our
tension. “Paul,” she called to him, “if you fall, can we have your
cookies?”

Paul’s laughter boomed off the cliffs. After
he returned, with laughter glimmering in his eyes, he said to Susie
that he had thought it extraordinarily cold to seek to steal the
cookies of a dead man.

It had been a day of laughter and friendship.
Rain clouds moved in as we were on the summit, the rain started
hard as we reached the base of the mountain, and we slogged out
through deepening slippery mud known locally as gumbo, talking of
the ticks that had plagued us and wondering if we could make money
by inventing a “Montana tick finder,” a long-handled mirror with
adjustable angles to allow one to look up the crack of one’s own
ass to spot the blood suckers.

It was a day too fine to forget, as have been
these last two weeks. But a diary?

“You will be meeting some exciting new
people, and doors will be opening for you,” said Susie. “Take
advantage of them. Do a diary. Make a book. After all, you’re a
Pulitzer Prize winner now, and some fool will publish anything you
write.”

Maybe. But the bottom line was really that
although I have gloried in being a celebrity for the past two
weeks, it’s time for me to get back to work. And I really didn’t
have the time for a diary.

After I repeated that thought half a dozen
times in half a dozen varying tones of voice to Susie, I retreated
to my den. And here I am now, starting this diary on Easter
evening.


The background

This diary tells the story of what happens
after winning a Pulitzer Prize: the honors, the travels, the
speeches, and the opportunities. But it also looks at the other
side of the coin: lost time and my desperate struggle to continue
the reporting that’s important to me. My mission has become to
amplify the voices of those who normally go unheard in our society,
so that policy-makers and citizens may know the human consequences
of official actions. That’s also what the Bible directs us to do:
Care for the most vulnerable among our population. But that’s hard
to do when a lot of strangers want a piece of your time.

At the time I won the prize, I was deeply
committed to a new project that I was just beginning to research. I
wanted to know whether Montana’s (and America’s) teenagers were
more emotionally disturbed than teenagers of a generation before.
Ultimately, I would be able to prove that teenagers in Montana were
indeed, as I had suspected, more troubled. In the 15 years between
1985 and 2000, the state health department showed a 20-fold
increase in the number of teens being diagnosed with attention
deficit disorder, mood disorders (major depression and bipolar
disorder), and oppositional defiant disorder. Were teens truly that
troubled, or was this just a function of better diagnosis and
better treatment, I wondered. So I asked the health department to
check suicide rates for teens — and found there were seven times
more teen suicides in the 1990s than there had been in the 1950s.
It was an exciting and troubling concept, but with all the ongoing
distractions, it took me 18 months to put that series of stories
together.

This diary is also about a story that came to
preoccupy me that first post-Pulitzer year. A prison inmate named
Mark Walker had written a letter to the Montana Supreme Court,
stating that he was mentally ill, but that the corrections
department called his condition a personality disorder and refused
to treat it properly. Worse, it punished him for behaviors he was
unable to control without medication. The high court accepted his
letter as a plea for help, and I followed that story aggressively
from that day on.

To understand how this prize changed my life,
you have to know a little about me. Both of my parents were
journalists, and from my boyhood in Madison, Wisconsin, I knew I
would be one too. I was an editor of the Daily Cardinal at
the University of Wisconsin, where I received my bachelor’s degree
in political science. After picking up a pair of master’s degrees
at the University of Maryland and Columbia University, I joined the
Associated Press and worked as a reporter, correspondent, and chief
of bureau in six different states.

In 1988, I left an 18-year career with the AP
and came to the Great Falls Tribune in the middle of
Montana. For the next decade, I reported exclusively Montana news,
never leaving the state on business. But I was beginning to see the
ravages of alcoholism all around me, so in 1998 I presented our
editors with a proposal to do a four- or five-part series of
stories on the subject. My fellow editors thought my proposal
didn’t cover enough ground, so the Executive Editor, Jim Strauss,
suggested expanding it to a yearlong series of monthly stories
throughout calendar year 1999, giving our readers time to digest a
lot of information and giving me more time to research and
write.

But we also agreed that the series would only
make an impact if we talked with real people and told their stories
in our paper, using their names and their photographs. Just imagine
your own reaction if someone like me came to your home and asked
you to tell me all your deepest, darkest secrets so I could put
them on the front page of our paper — along with your photo.

Finding people who would share their deepest,
darkest secrets was extraordinarily difficult. So was the knowledge
that I had to make it work: we’d introduced the series by telling
our readers it would be a yearlong series of monthly stories.
Having promised in advance something that would unfold throughout
the year, the pressure was on me to produce it.

This yearlong series of stories turned out to
be the equivalent of a 200-page book serialized in our newspaper,
and that was brutal. This was in addition to other daily stories
that demanded my attention — and in addition to a dozen special
newspaper sections that I produced that year; one of those
sections, the “Guide to Great Falls” was 72 pages of stories that I
had to assign, supervise, and edit.

So this new project, “Alcohol: Cradle to
Grave,” took up about half my workweek — each and every week. It
was like climbing a 10,000-foot peak in Glacier National Park,
resting on top for a glorious afternoon, then realizing that I
needed to clamber down the mountain, swim a river, and climb the
next mountain by the same time next month. And from the top, all I
could see that year was more mountains ahead of me.

When the series was finally over in December
1999, it was a huge relief. But it was also something of a letdown.
After all, alcohol abuse continued unabated in Montana, even though
most of us now knew a hell of a lot more about it.

So I asked Strauss what the next step was. He
suggested entering the series in some contests, but he sounded
rather vague about it, so I volunteered to take that task on.

Entering the Pulitzer Prize competition was
about like buying a lottery ticket. Winning was inconceivable, but
you had to pay to play. So I bundled up the best 10 parts of the
series, wrote out a personal $50 check for the entry fee, and
mailed it off with a small prayer. Then I forgot about it and went
back to reporting the events of this city of 60,000 residents.

Until, out of the blue, I got the call that
would change my life. So this is the diary of the year that I
headed into in the spring of 2000, knowing that doors were opening
in front of me all over America and determined to check out all the
opportunities behind those doors.


Tuesday, April 25

Today started with an unusual letter, one from the
Vice President of the United States.

Al Gore wrote, “Tipper and I extend our
heartfelt congratulations on your Pulitzer Prize for explanatory
reporting. Your report on alcohol abuse in Montana deeply moved us
and stands as a prime example of the positive educational and
transformative power of journalism.”

I puzzled over that for a bit. How could he
possibly have read it? I wasn’t aware that Vice Presidents did much
reading, and he was a long way out of our prime circulation
area.

A few hours later, I got a phone call from
Chuck Raasch. A couple of days ago, I had sent an e-mail to a
couple old friends at Gannett News Service/USA Today to tell
than Gannett had invited me and Jim Strauss to attend the annual
shareholders’ meeting in Arlington, Virginia. Since I would be in
DC next weekend, I had suggested getting together on Saturday
night. But Raasch said the whole crew was already obligated to
attend the annual White House Correspondents’ banquet. “Would you
like to join them?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” I replied, already excited.

Friday, April 28

Since 1989, over my lunch hours, I have taught
English and mass communications at the University of Great Falls
(UGF). So it was something of a coup for this tiny institution with
about 1,000 students to have a Pulitzer Prize-winning professor.
After all, I had suddenly become Montana’s only living Pulitzer
Prize-winning journalist. UGF President Fred Gilliard rushed down
to the Tribune the morning after the award was announced to
present me with a UGF tie. A week later, he hosted a luncheon
reception at the student union for students and faculty. And he
told me he wanted me to visit with the Board of Trustees this
morning.

I knew most of the trustees. I told them how
the Pulitzer Prize jury had honored us all, but that any award was
secondary to making a difference in people’s lives. I told them
about the alcoholics and drug addicts coming out to thank me for
the series. And I told them of the students, who kept me grounded
in reality.

Afterward, they gave me a very pretty
rust-red jacket with University of Great Falls stitched over
one breast and Eric Newhouse, Pulitzer Prize Winner over the
other. I was very touched — and told them so. But it felt strange.
I’m much more used to standing at the back of the room and talking
notes as others are honored.

Later that afternoon, Bill Furdell, Dean of
Humanities, called to tell me that he and Curt Bobbitt had created
a class for me to teach in the spring, if I could make the time.
“We’re interested in getting a good rise off your fame for as long
as you’ll let us,” he said.

That was great. But it’s been so busy that I
feel as though I’ve dropped out of the pages of the
Tribune.

Saturday, April 29

It had been a few years since a Gannett newspaper had
won a Pulitzer, so Strauss and I were invited on short notice to
come to corporate headquarters in Washington, DC. We flew first
class, which I thought was pretty fancy treatment, but Strauss said
not to get used to it — it’s merely because the tickets were booked
so late.

I had been invited to attend the White House
Correspondents’ annual banquet this evening, so I grabbed a cab
directly to the Hilton. Its circular drive was crowded with limos
and taxicabs. Men in tuxes and women in gowns swept into the hotel
like royalty, while tourists in shorts and tee shirts shot
pictures. I swept in, got lost, asked directions, and got lost
again before finding the Gannett/USA Today reception room,
opening out onto a terrace on the main floor of the hotel. There
was my friend Jeff Stinson, whom I had not seen in decades. We
talked about a reporting team that I had run in South Dakota in the
1970s to which the Sioux Falls Argus Leader had contributed
a couple of reporters, and we both laughed about Stinson’s role in
stealing the stories, breaking the embargoes, and running them on
his own cycle in his own paper.

Chuck Raasch and his wife, Sandy Johnson,
came out of the sunny terrace to join us as we stood sipping wine
and talking. Both were also members of that long-ago team, Chuck is
now chief political writer for Gannett News Service in Washington
and Sandy is chief of bureau for the Associated Press in
Washington, one of the most prestigious jobs in journalism. I gave
Sandy a long bear hug and whispered in her ear how proud I was of
her.

There were lots of hors d’oeurves, but I
didn’t eat any. Although I’m Norwegian, not Italian, I talk with my
hands, and I was still busy shaking hands and meeting people. In
fact, I was hoping to meet Bo Derek, who had just stopped by the
reception room looking glamorous in a low-cut red gown.

On the way down to dinner, we ran into Jon
Wolman, managing editor of the AP. Jon had called me the afternoon
I won the Pulitzer to tell me of the cheer that went up on the
general desk when my award was announced, and I wanted him to know
how touched I had been to find I had so many friends remaining at
the AP after a decade.

Downstairs, lines of well-dressed people
lined up to go through metal detectors. When I went through, the
machinery hiccupped and they had to scan me manually. I had
forgotten I had a Swiss Army knife in my pocket, and it was
confiscated. The years in Montana must have made me careless. After
all, of the presidents I had covered briefly over the years
(Richard Nixon was the first), I surely knew better than to be
carrying a knife.

At any rate, the Gannett crowd was giggling
over the episode of the Pulitzer Prize-winning writer from Montana
having to relinquish his weaponry at the door. They all wanted to
know where I’d left the horse. My face was red.

This dinner was huge. It was held in the main
ballroom, and it seated 2,600 people. It was prime people-watching
time, and supermodel Christie Brinkley was putting on a show in a
stunning white gown with virtually no back. Correspondents,
business executives, actors, and cabinet officers (Madelyn Albright
and Janet Reno) were all on hand.

President and Mrs. Clinton arrived and took
their places at the head table about 10 yards from me. The Marine
Band played “Hail to the Chief,” and the honor guard came through
and presented colors.

Oddly enough, however, the television show,
“West Wing,” almost upstaged the president. The lights dimmed, and
we all watched a clip on giant TV screens of actor Martin Sheen
playing the president. It was a little surreal watching the real
President of the United States watching a television show about
someone portraying him. Hillary was laughing, but the President
looked a little red-faced, with a what-the-hell-is-going-on?
expression.

Dinner was excellent: lamb chops that were
still warm and tender. There were four or five waiters for each of
the 260 tables and they all moved quickly, but I still don’t know
how they managed to get us all served.

After dinner, the President spoke, noting
that he had made all eight of these dinners during his presidency
“which was probably a mistake on my part.” He said he and Jay Leno,
the evening’s entertainer, had set the standard for pudgy, white,
baby boomers everywhere.

Then Clinton rolled his own film clip, which
joked about his role as a lame-duck president. It started with the
President announcing some actions on legislation, then panned to
the press briefing room, which was empty except for veteran UPI
correspondent Helen Thomas asleep in the front row (at the head
table, Thomas laughed heartily). It showed Hillary leaving the
White House in a limo and telling the driver, “Bill has everything
in control today,” as he came racing across the parking lot holding
a brown paper bag that apparently contained her lunch. Then the
film showed the President roaming the White House looking for his
staff, but finding only an awkward young man copying his own face
in a Xerox machine. Finally, it showed the President warming up to
the young man, riding bicycles with him in the empty White House
corridors, teaching him how to get free candy out of the vending
machines, and telling him the secrets of state.

When it was all over, Raasch leaned over to
me and said, “If he had the time to do all of that, perhaps the
movie’s true.”

When Leno was announced, he shook Clinton’s
hand and complimented him, as one comedian to another, on his
timing and his delivery. “President Clinton says he’s sad about
leaving the White House,” said Leno, “but I’m telling you, there’s
no one sadder than me.”

Leno, who has been skewering the Clintons for
eight straight years, took one last shot with a film clip on
negative political advertising — what the dog says about the cat
and what the cat says about the dog. The last few frames of the
cat’s ad showed his rival, the dog, humping the leg of the lady who
was walking it, then the image on the screen changed for a few
seconds from the dog’s face to Clinton’s face. As moans of anger
and disgust swept the audience, I looked up on the stage to see the
President’s face turning red and angry. Hillary’s face was frozen
with a little dead smile dropping from her lips. Leno was laughing
uproariously, shouting, “One last shot. I just couldn’t resist it,
I just couldn’t resist it.”

Personally, although I have deplored
Clinton’s behavior, I thought this last stab at the President was
in terrible taste.

Later that night, as I lay in bed, running
through the day’s events, I couldn’t help being astonished by how
my life had changed. It felt as though I’d been bumping along a
gravel road in Montana for all these years, then suddenly I’d been
thrown into some fast-paced Washington traffic. “So this is what it
feels like to live life in the fast lane,” I thought to myself and
drifted off to sleep.
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