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            Prologue

         

         Washington, 30 June 1882

         Charles had not slept the night before. A crazy woman at the far end of the block had been screaming, keeping everyone awake. Early in the morning, just as he had begun drifting into a haze of semi-consciousness – most likely his last chance at relaxation – a group of press reporters were shuffled in to look at him. Their boots, harsh on the stone floor of the passageway, kicked him awake. He lay for a while with his back to them, staring at his favourite brick in the wall, listening to their murmuring. When he felt strong enough, he sat up on the cot and forced himself to smile, as they flipped their pads and started with their scribbling. They had been ordered not to ask questions, but you can never stop a pressman.

         “How do you feel this morning, Mr Guiteau?”

         “Have you had a good night’s sleep, sir?”

         “What do you plan to have for your final meal?”

         “Any last thoughts for the people of America?”

         “For the president?”

         They backed away when he approached, grinned when he answered, and wrote down more than he was saying. Speaking slowly, as was his habit when opening a dissertation, he said: “I have already dictated my biography to the New York Herald. Along with my motives, and my responsibilities to the Republican Party. I am a stalwart of the Stalwarts. What I did … had to be done. It was a political necessity sanctioned by God.”

         Observing their cynical expressions, he felt a surge of anger – which stopped him beginning the next sentence. He began pacing his cell, growling, and swinging his arms. They were laughing now: he could taste their spite. And their small-minded smugness: they were on the right side of the cage. Climbing onto the cross-iron, he grasped the bars, screaming and convulsing like a demented monkey. Stumbling over each other, they huddled at the wall opposite, where they stared up at him. One by one, they returned to their pads, interspersing frantic scribbling with glances in his direction, as though he might somehow slip through the bars and tear out their lungs. They thought they had seen it all before, with their squint-eyed prejudice and hard reporter smirks, but they looked like novices now, in the insanity business.

         Warden Russ, arriving with breakfast, sent him back to his corner on the cot. Russ didn’t have to threaten any more: in the ten months Charles had spent in this cell, he had learned the consequences of “insubordination”, as Russ called it. A hefty veteran of one Civil War and a thousand beatings, he lowered himself slowly to his hunkers and slid the tin plate through the space which had been left for that purpose at the bottom of the cell-door. Everything was organised in the system. Though he had initially appreciated this prison, as being superior to the flea-infested pit of a jail in New York where he had spent some weeks, he had grown to despise the smell of urine, intermingling with disinfectant, and the constant clanging which went with the cold, metallic atmosphere of non-compromise.

         “Time to go,” Russ told the reporters, as he tested the padlock. “Let him enjoy his meal in peace.”

         Wanting to impress two men who lingered, Charles attacked the porridge heartily, but dropped the wooden spoon as soon as they disappeared from view. Clutching his face, he heard himself howl, like the crazy woman – she was silent now.

         The night-warden, who had been sitting quietly behind the reporters, sat up with a start, but remained impassive. He was a professional impassive – either too stupid or too experienced to engage or interact. Still, he was a comfort of sorts. There was something reassuring about his loping arrival in the passageway every evening, a cushion under his arm, his cap pushed stoically back on his head. Perpetuation was a cousin of hope: if other things were continuing, then maybe Charles could too. Provoking a reaction from the night-warden had become something of a challenge, and he had tried repeatedly in the months since they had found themselves to be reluctant bedfellows, to make him react, or at least acknowledge Charles was there. But his expression never changed, and the silence he brought with him never broke. And he hardly ever moved, beyond a twitch of his whiskers, or the repositioning of his heavy hams on the seat.

         At first Charles tried light conversation: small-talk about the prison, and the people who worked there. He then progressed to re-presenting his case argument by argument, but still received no response. Finally, he resorted to insulting the man: goading him about his lowly status and clumsy appearance. Eventually he spat at him through the bars, but the spit had fallen wide of his boot. The warden, fingering the handle of his baton, had lifted his eyes slowly to Charles – who, not wanting another beating, retreated to his corner, where he began singing to himself. He considered the warden now, through gaps in his fingers. The man had been leaning slightly forward for hours, arms resting on his thighs, hands hanging over his knees. He was the most motionless, pitiless man he had ever seen: a sphinx. Nothing was going to move him at this point: Charles was not the only one whose purgatory was nearing an end.

         At ten, the night-warden was still on duty. He must have volunteered for an extra shift, given the day that was in it. Charles, considered too dangerous to be given a table or chair, sat on the edge of his cot. He managed to write by placing a loose leaf of paper from the small stack he was allowed, on the cover of his Bible. Slowly, he began to print the words of a song, which had come to him in the voice of a small child clinging to its mother’s breast.

         
            
               I am going to the Lordy, I am so glad,

               I am going to the Lordy, I am so glad,

               I am going to the Lordy,

               Glory hallelujah! Glory hallelujah!

            

         

         Hovering his stub of a pencil over the paper, he frowned. What he wrote next would be published – recorded for future generations. His hand trembled with the excitement that anticipates a revelation. Not for the first time, he thought seriously about writing what was screaming in his head. But a compression in his gut held him back. It grew until it became a screech, which, escaping past his throat, threw him into a slump, where he began whining like a beaten dog. And there he remained for several minutes, until he mustered the energy for a last, abject piss in the stinking privy-hole. Sitting back on the cot and wiping his face on the rough cloth of his blanket, he reminded himself that he would not, could not, go against the Divinity. He would cling to his spiritual duty, with what little he had left. Perhaps the Divinity would send some miraculous reprieve, as he had for Daniel in the lions’ den, or perhaps, like James, he would perish. It did not matter, when you were an agent of the Lord. It did not matter. Still sniffling, he picked up the pencil and continued.

         
            
               I love the Lordy with all my soul,

               Glory hallelujah!

               And that is the reason I am going to the Lord.

            

         

         Then he hung his head and prayed. At 10.20, he removed his prison-garb and dressed in clothes which had been pushed through the bars by Russ – the clothes he had been arrested in, eleven months before. Reverend Hicks was admitted shortly afterwards, apologetic there had been no last-minute reprieve. His duplicity was disgusting, his hypocrisy and sanctimony outrageous. He claimed to be a man of God yet failed to understand the Divine pressure that had led to the shooting. Hicks, placing his own Bible carefully onto the cot, blessed himself. Solemnly, he began prattling about redemption and preparation. Charles hissed at him that he was happy to be delivered from his tormentors, at last. But Hicks just smiled his sad smile and kneeled in his distinctive pose – hands clasped above his hanging head until the knuckles went white.

         Kneeling beside the old reverend, Charles prayed out loud that the Almighty would curse and kill Justice Bradly, Warden Crocker, the District Attorney and President Arthur. Hicks pleaded with the Lord to ignore this, explaining that Charles was a wounded lamb which had lost its way. But Hicks, like the night-warden, was an indifferent functionary, and the words meant nothing. Falling forwards onto the cot, Charles cried and squeezed his face into the thin pillow, pushing his hands onto his ears. In this way, he could stray for a few precious seconds, into a different place. Hicks continued to drone beside him – with his enthusiastic weariness. He did not care what Hicks thought of him any more – did not care about anything any more. His deep-rooted convictions were thrown away like pieces of worn-out furniture no one wanted, and replaced by a great numbness. Gone too were his hopes. Sherman was not coming: there was to be no grateful pardon from the president, no lecture tour – no run for office in ’84. No 1884, as far as Charles was concerned.

         Feeling a gentle hand on his shoulder, he sat up slowly. He and Hicks began to pray again, but their prayers were supplanted by the sound of a crowd gathering in the Rotunda. He could hear the marching feet of infantrymen. The marching, stopping suddenly, was followed by the sound of muskets being brought to parade-rest in the courtyard, resounding like bullets ricocheting off the walls. Charles flinched, stayed in breathless suspension for a moment, then collapsed: another rotten plank in the framework of his composure had broken. Falling to the floor, he lay gibbering – half praying, half begging – though he did not know to whom he prayed any more. It took several precious minutes for Hicks to coax him back to his knees.

         Warden Crocker arrived shortly afterwards and read the warrant. Charles listened to him mutely before combing his hair with his fingers and putting on his hat. Crocker, opening the cell-door, entered the small space with Russ and four other officers. Russ bound his arms in front with rope, while Crocker asked him if he had any last requests. He reminded them bitterly that they had refused his request to have an orchestra play. When he felt hard hands on his shoulder and saw his hat being thrown onto the floor, Charles instinctively leapt into his corner. It was to happen between twelve and two. Perhaps, if he delayed, the warrant might be deemed invalid: stranger things had happened in law. He kicked furiously with the last of his energy, trying to resist the wardens, but they were too strong. Russ, digging him slyly in the kidney, caused him to go limp.

         They hauled him to his feet and half dragged him out of the cell. Three of them held him upright, while Crocker told him he should try to behave with dignity, there was a crowd outside who would be reporting his behaviour to the world. Charles looked into Crocker’s blank face and considered spitting at him again. But knowing that all that would be achieved by this was another beating, he straightened up instead. They gave him a minute to prepare for the short walk along the corridor. There were two wardens in front and two behind, with Crocker and Russ on each side. Resistance was pointless. Everything was pointless – and had been since the moment Judge Cox pronounced sentence. All plans and agreements counted for nothing. No one cared about anything he said, or had been said to him. Except the Divinity. He would be with the Lord soon enough, and the Lord would know how faithful he had been. That was all that mattered. He was God’s man, and God would look after him. It was the country which was in trouble now. It would roll in blood and be destroyed, as the kingdom of Israel had been destroyed. He shook hands with the night-warden and began the slow walk down the dank passageway towards the metal door leading to the open air of the Rotunda.

         Stepping through the door, he found a bigger crowd than the noise had led him to expect, and he tried a swagger as he was led across the yard towards the looming, pea-green scaffold. An interested whisper, which began as a gasp when he appeared, continued to bubble in the crowd and he felt himself grin, though the blood drained from his face. Hicks, walking alongside, read Psalm 23 from his Bible. The words reverberated in his head as they neared the steps.

         
            
               Even though I walk

               Through the darkest valley,

               I will fear no evil

               For you are with me

            

         

         They had to help him up the steps and hold him steady on the trap. Every face was turned towards him; all eyes – even those of the soldiers – were trained on his every move. He was, finally, the centre of attention. Hicks asked him if he had anything else to say, following the agreed rendition of “I am going to the Lordy”. Charles looked into Hicks’ cloudy eyes and said: “Not to you.”

         
            *

         

         About a month after, when Reverend Hicks was visiting another prisoner, he came across the night-warden sitting alone in the small canteen at the back of the prison. Having asked for and been granted permission, he sat opposite, placing his mug of coffee on the wooden table. They were exchanging the usual pleasantries, when Hicks said: “Nasty business, that whole Guiteau affair.”

         “Yes,” agreed the night-warden. “He was quite the nastiest prisoner I ever had to deal with, sir.”

         “Yes.”

         Hicks’ voice trailed on the syllable, before he added thoughtfully: “I had hoped there would be some remorse. Even a sinner can have a beautiful death, if they reconcile themselves through repentance with their Creator.”

         “Showed no remorse,” said the night-warden. “And was bitter and self-righteous to the end, he was.”

         “Didn’t he say anything? Any small thing at all that might have indicated he was prepared to meet his Saviour with other than bitterness in his heart?”

         The night-warden glanced at the priest – who, he knew, was looking for reassurance – for any scrap which might justify the rigmarole. That was the way they were, these priests: always looking for reassurance.

         “He spoke in his sleep a lot,” he said. “Like he were having a conversation with someone.”

         “How bizarre. The poor man was completely deranged, even when asleep. Did you ever hear what he was saying?”

         “Not as such. Sounded mostly gibberish, from what I could tell. Until that last night. I couldn’t rightly tell whether the man were awake or asleep, lying like he were, with his back to me. But he kept repeating over and over as to how he would reveal the truth. The real truth, as to what happened to Garfield. Kept saying he didn’t know how, or when, but he would return, though it took him a hundred years. Said how the Almighty would support him in this, as he had been doing the Lord’s work all along. That he had stuck by his bargain and had been betrayed.”

         “Betrayed?” Hicks said. “By whom? And why would he tell you this, in preference to his friend and confessor?”

         “He didn’t so much tell me,” the night-warden said, diplomatically. “It was like I said: he were talking to the wall. If he were even awake.”

         “Did he say, during these ravings, who he felt had betrayed him?”

         “No, Reverend, not that I could make out. Just kept repeating that he was betrayed as Jesus had been betrayed, and that he were to be crucified the same way. And that he would rise again, in the same way, at some time and place in the future to reveal the Judas. That he had been, and was still, on a sacred mission.”
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            1

         

         Dublin, 2013

         She had the mark of a professional. Not in the way of a salesperson: she wasn’t washed out or pumped up enough for a door-basher. But the business-suit said she was up to something official. Other details, like three undone buttons at the neck of her shirt, the tight skirt, and a frayed shoulder-bag, suggested she was still trying to get used to whatever it was she was supposed to be. She might have been on some marketing-survey mission, or one of the census-people: he had heard somewhere the census was coming up. She might be an associate of Valerie’s: yet another accomplished female for her collection. These observations flashed through his mind the way observations of a stranger do, in the seconds before she opened her mouth and explained everything. He found himself smiling as he waited, amused by the oddness of the situation. Whoever she was, she was a break from moping in front of a blinking cursor – which was what Richard had been doing when he heard the doorbell. His smile was met with a frown before a gust of wind softened her image by playing with her hair. Dragging her fingers through it, she said: “Hi. I’m Jenny Lambe? From Rathbone, Bruce and Associates?”

         “Of course you are. Come in, come in,” he said, remembering now that Rathbone had said something about somebody getting in touch, to have a chat about something or other. He led her to his library and sat her down. Sitting opposite, he slapped his knees and assumed his absent-minded-professor persona – the one which usually put young people at ease.

         “Now, why don’t you help me out by telling me what we were supposed to be doing?”

         He was about to add another self-effacing banality – had gone as far as opening his mouth to do so, when she said: “I’d like to see your first chapter, for a start.”

         “Well yes, when I’ve written it, yes.”8

         Leaning slightly forward now, she approached the perimeter of his personal space. Who is this, he thought, trying to remember what Rathbone had said.

         “I’ve had a look at your synopsis.”

         “Oh yes?”

         “Bit sketchy.”

         “Sketchy? What exactly is it you do again?”

         “I’m the research assistant,” she said, like it was obvious. “And I’m struggling with the historical context of the synopsis, if I’m to be entirely honest.”

         If I’m to be entirely honest? Young people were full of frailty and conditionality: they made him weary. And they were always on the make sexually, with their nubile bodies and lack of commitment – raging hormones. This young woman’s professional posture was allowing him to see the base of a breast, while her unblinking eyes meant he couldn’t look at it.

         “I’m sorry, what was your name again?”

         “Jenny. Jenny Lambe.”

         Then he remembered. Rathbone had sent her. As a “research assistant” he apparently couldn’t complete this new novel without. It was a term-and-condition of the advance, so he had agreed to go along, never thinking that Rathbone would actually go through with it, let alone send someone out to the house. Now he was forced to deal with her, the idea of a research assistant struggling with historical context seemed ironic – which didn’t seem to register with her. This was another shortfall of youth: they didn’t get irony.

         “I would have thought,” he said, sitting back, “that it was your job, as a … research assistant, to understand historical context.”

         “I know,” she said, with a flash of healthy teeth. “Ironic, isn’t it?”

         And there it was. Right there. The sense he was dealing with someone unusual, something unusual. Was it her spontaneity, her energy – her ability to laugh at herself? Or the spark of intelligence in the quickness of the answer? Might have been the teeth, with their indication of youthful vigour. Funny how your interest in a person could pivot on a single sentence. Funny how quick you were to begin the eager trudge down pathways you knew could only lead to trouble.

         “You’ve heard of Garfield?”

         “The cat or the president?”

         “That’s … that’s very good,” Richard said. Rathbone had told him she “had a bit about her”. He thought at the time he was talking about her breasts, or something – which was usually what Rathbone meant when he complimented a woman.

         “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to be flippant. I’m just a little nervous about all this.”

         She waved her hand around, as if to indicate it was the room that was putting her off. He knew what she meant: his library would be synonymous 9with his reputation in her eyes, with its musty atmosphere of academia. “And the fact that I’m sitting in a room with the Richard Todd. I’m a huge admirer of your work.”

         “Oh?”

         He loved when people said this, still, even after all these years. Though he himself was hypocritically indifferent as far as his past work went. And as for the masterpieces he was yet to create, he wasn’t too concerned about those either. A fact he would be keeping from this Jenny Lambe.

         “Yes. Rembrandt’s Ghost was one of the reasons I did Literature in college. It literally changed my life.”

         “That’s nice of you to say, but could we get back to why you’re here?”

         “Because Rathbone sent me?”

         “Yes, yes, I know, but why? I’m not very clear on the whole research-assistant thing. It’s a bit unorthodox, isn’t it?”

         “Well ….” She dragged the word as she rummaged for an answer. “He said you were behind on this new book, and that I might help to give the project structure. He also wants me to tidy up the book you’ve just finished.”

         “Eleventh Night?”

         “Yes.”

         “But I thought he was ready to go with it.”

         “Apparently not. He wants me to give it one last going-over.”

         “That all?” Richard didn’t bother to hide his sarcasm. This was insulting. No, it was absurd. Rathbone had looked him straight in the face and told him Eleventh Night was “brilliant”. The duplicity of publishers never failed to disappoint. Yet, behind his arty ego, he had known the work wasn’t ready, and it was a relief in a way, to hand the responsibility of another dreary rewrite to someone else. Three years working on that book had been enough to make him hate it. Three years of trying to be original. It was Eleventh Night, that rococo tome of flourish and fancy, with its clever little Shakespearean allusions, which had finally drained his reservoir of motivation. All that was left now was the knowledge that no matter what he wrote, it wouldn’t mean anything.

         “He just wants to give you head-space, to concentrate on this new book.”

         The earnestness of the answer told him she had worked this conversation through in advance. Tired of being handled, he said: “What’s really going on here? If we’re going to work together, we should at least try to be honest with one another. What’s Rathbone really up to?”

         She drew a breath, thought about it, then made a sound like a balloon softly deflating. “Your reputation’s been fading, and people are beginning to forget who you are. You need a hit to restore your name. Remind people of your brilliance. And you are brilliant, by the way. You’re also, apparently, an easily distracted flake. Quote unquote. And I’m the hard bitch who’s supposed to keep you on track.”10

         Richard would have liked to laugh, to impress her with his poise. Instead, blustering, he said: “I’ve been fading? Should I be changing publishers?”

         “Oh Jesus, no. Let’s not do anything dramatic. You’re just a bit behind on your deadline, and you know what a neurotic Rathbone is. But he’s also a great publisher and he thrives on innovative solutions, as we all know; hence he’s sending you your very own acolyte.”

         In the space it took to register what she was saying, he stared at her, and felt the creep of discomfort. In his heart, he knew what she said was true, and it was breaking his heart. As a writer, he was failing: falling apart. Writing was not only what he did, it was what he was. Everything he knew or cherished depended on his ability to put the next sentence onto the page. Take that away, and he had, was, nothing. The possibility his loss of voice might be permanent, was terrifying. Because of this, he had been longing for a catalyst. For some arrow to be shot into his impotence – to give his life some … thing. Could she be it? This round-eyed nymph, impelling him to trust her.

         “You think they’ll lay off, if I work with you?”

         “Absolutely.”

         Richard was happy to retreat. Despite his threat, he did not want to change publishers. For all his eccentricity, he was a sedentary creature with neither the energy nor the courage for change. Rathbone Bruce was part of his routine, and he knew he needed them to keep the cohesion of his middle-aged, middle-class intellectual hinterland, where he could feed off his reputation and be left alone.

         “But he actually called me an …?”

         “Easily distracted flake. But in an affectionate way.”

         “Affectionate?”

         Honest, but on her own terms: this Jenny Lambe was becoming more and more interesting. Could she be the solution? So young. Yet, the young could be intriguing in their way, like partially painted canvasses, or rough first drafts, waiting for the touch of a master. He visualised touching the line of her neck – which was elegant and pale. Unlike Rathbone and many others he knew, Richard prided himself on being a cut above your average “bums and tits” man. This was an attractive woman – though you could be fooled into thinking otherwise by the cherubic cheeks and confrontational pout. There were also freckles, and a nose too thick at its bridge. That she would be obsessing about these, was a chink of hope on a dull horizon.

         “I wouldn’t read too much into it, seriously. He thinks the world of you,” she said.

         Richard blinked himself back to the conversation. “What exactly do you want to do?”

         “Just work with you, that’s all.”

         “How?”

         “By starting with historical context?”11

         “Yes. You seem to like that.”

         She was coming at him very quickly: he needed time to process but she wasn’t giving him any.

         “Yes, I do. Let me get my notes.”

         Now she had a notebook, fished from the shoulder-bag, and a serious look of researcher’s concentration on her face. “Garfield was the second president, after Lincoln, to be assassinated? Eighteen eighty-one, right?”

         “That’s right.”

         “Shot by a lunatic, just four months into his presidency? Died two months later?”

         “Right again,” Richard said.

         “At a railway station in Washington. In the waiting-room. What’s your view on the shooter, by the way? On this Guiteau?”

         He really hadn’t done much on this. Which had been OK in his private world, where he wasn’t interrogated.

         “Relatively little is known about him. From what I’ve read so far, he was a very intricate character.”

         “For a lunatic.”

         “Lunatics usually are.”

         “Can I ask” – she was wagging her pen at him – “what brought you to this particular subject?”

         Richard felt his face freeze. Could he really tell her he didn’t know? That he had been so desperate to dredge inspiration from the dry well of his imagination, he had spent days scrolling through Wikipedia, like a tramp going through dustbins. Looking for something that might resonate. Could he tell her about lying awake nights with the iPad suspended over his face, while Valerie snored beneath her sleeping mask? Or that weird dream, with the man on the prison-cot. If he had any explanation, it was that he had sleep-walked into the subject. This wouldn’t do. There was a harmonic in every relationship, which was tuned at first impression, and he didn’t want this young woman to think of him as a chancer. Besides, it was none of her business. That was another problem with the young: they thought everything was their business. Jenny Lambe would be gossiping about him with her inane friends and it would be all over Dublin by the weekend if he told her the truth. Normally he wouldn’t care, but his grandiose indifference was strangely absent in her case.

         “It is,” he said. “An obscure subject. I’ll give you that. So, where did I come across it?”

         While he searched for an answer, he glanced at her to see how serious she was about the question – for some “give” that she would let him away with a quick gloss and a change of direction – but her face remained intent. “I developed an interest in American history many years ago,” he proceeded slowly, “during a tenure at the University of Montana, and discovered this mysterious assassination in some newspaper articles I was researching. Then 12last year, while I was reading Bellow’s To Jerusalem and Back, I began to think about the politicising of modern society, and where it all began.”

         This, she wasn’t buying either: you couldn’t just mention Bellow with this generation and expect them to roll over and open their legs, like in the nineties. The look she gave made him feel he had just sung the first verse of “Oh I do like to be beside the seaside”, while doing the dance where you swap your hands on swinging knees. She started scribbling again, but the next question was delivered as a suggestion, as if she sensed a vulnerability she was sorry for causing.

         “Politicising?”

         “Yes, politicising.”

         “Where do these ideas come from?” she said, starting to pen-wobble again – though more slowly this time. There was a leonine thing going on with the eyes, an indolent catty look which stared right into him. She knew what a fake he was. The material crust of his life, which was supposed to protect him, wasn’t working. She had already mentioned the room, that carefully constructed extension of his public self, with its solemn leather-bound volumes, judgmental stacks of interesting paperbacks and mahogany fireplace, moved from the Master’s house, when he finally passed away. There was even a shaft of biblical sunlight coming through the window. The room itself did not exist in isolation, it was just one of many in a large house, itself one of a select few in a leafy cul-de-sac at the better end of Dublin. It was all supposed to protect him by impressing people like her, but it wasn’t working. She was making him feel naked with those bloody eyes – staring into the truth of his ineptitude.

         “Ideas and inspiration come from a variety of sources,’ he said. ‘Might be an old black and white movie you saw once, where something, some small thing, stuck in your mind. Or it could equally be an academic work you’ve read, where the facts of a subject seem to hang together strangely, as if there is something concealed beneath them. Or a conversation you’ve had, or something you remember from your childhood. Whatever it is, it will push its way slowly to the front of your mind and demand to be investigated. If I had to hang my hat on it, I would say the psychological angle is always going to be more important to the fiction-writer. It’s hard to explain.”

         She started scribbling again and said, without lifting her eyes: “I think you’ve explained it very well.”

         A slight colour rose in her cheeks, as if she was embarrassed by her own compliment.

         “Thank you,” he said, softening.

         Crossing her legs, she said: “Why do you think Guiteau shot the president?”

         “Nobody knows – not really. The consensus is that he acted alone, but there’s always a whiff of conspiracy about these things. I’m more interested 13in the personalities, and the impact the assassination had on America’s Gilded Age.”

         “America’s what now?”

         “The period between Lincoln’s assassination and the beginning of the twentieth century. Many people think this was the cradle of America as we know it, when their industrial might was born and their democracy embedded.”

         “A kind of industrial and political renaissance?”

         “That’s an interesting way to put it. But yes, I suppose so.”

         It was a great way to put it. Why hadn’t he thought of it?

         “Why Garfield?”

         “Why Garfield what?”

         “Why do you want to write about him, in particular?”

         This, he found he could answer. “I think he would have been one of the great presidents, had he lived. I want to find out why he died. I don’t buy that his death was down to Guiteau alone: it’s too convenient. It was the same with the Kennedys, McKinley and Lincoln: always the work of lone madmen.”

         “Why does it matter? So much time has passed.”

         “Well,” he said, “that’s why I want to write this book. To find out if it matters, and whether or not it should. That’s what writers do: they ask questions.”

         “What about the answers?”

         “There may never be any.”

         “Then what’s the point?”

         She said this with a trace of impatience – which caused his to slip.

         “I think you’re missing the point. I think your whole generation is missing the point.” He was becoming bored. With her attractiveness, with the scenario, but mostly with himself. With his predilection for attention-seeking. With his unslakeable sexual thirst.

         “Excuse me?” She seemed confused.

         “Look,” he said, “I really don’t need you for this – I appreciate what Rathbone’s trying to do, and everything. And I can see that you’re an intelligent young woman, but I prefer to work on my own, and if I am a ‘distractible flake’, it’s in that distraction I work best.”

         “I didn’t mean to irritate you.”

         “You didn’t.”

         “Then don’t dismiss me.”

         “It’s not my intention to dismiss you, but you’ve got to understand, I like to be left alone. I’m not good with people.”

         “Give me a chance. I’m really interested in your work, and I could be a big help. Would you give me a couple of weeks? If it’s not working out after that, I’ll go quietly, and at least we’ll both have had a bit of an experience.”

         He knew, instinctively, if she came to work with him he would make a pass at her – which she would most likely reject. All his accomplishments and 14experience would be trumped by the ace of youth. The risk of humiliation or glory was too delicious to resist.

         “You don’t give up, do you?”

         “Not when I’m faced with an opportunity like this, no.”

         Reverting to absent-minded-professor mode, he affected a sigh. “OK, let’s give it a shot.”

         Which made her bring back out the teeth with a wide smile. “You won’t be sorry. I promise. Where do you want me to start?”

         “Start with Guiteau.” Richard made a gesture of surrender. “Find out about his life, where he came from, what he believed in. What kind of a man he was. Can you do that?”

         “Yes, boss. Anyone else we should be looking at?”

         “James Blaine and Roscoe Conkling.”

         “Who were they, when they were at home?”

         “Blaine was Garfield’s Secretary of State, and Conkling, the most powerful senator of the time, his arch-enemy. Both were using and being used by Garfield. It’s possible that his death is somehow tied in with their feud.”

         “Leave it with me,” she said, closing her book. “I’ll give you a call if I need anything.”

         Richard saw her to the door, and watched as she kitten-bounced, with a backward wave of her hand, into a battle-scarred Ford Fiesta: she was a flirt, on top of everything else. She might be interested, he thought. Would have seen him on The Late Late or even on one of those arty talk-shows, staring at Ken Murphy’s small eyes through his plate-glass spectacles, wondering, as Ken probably was, what they were talking about. Being on television had turned out to be an aphrodisiac with one or two women more appropriate to his age. He could avoid them by hiding in the staid, work-friendly ambience of his marriage. But this young woman was a different animal, and represented, in equal proportion, both a threat and an opportunity. Closing the door, he shuffled back to the library. Could she be the one? The one he had been waiting for? But what was he waiting for, exactly? Sitting in front of the cursor, he watched it blink, and blinked back.
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         Jenny began Richard’s two mornings a week, when the house was quiet and there was space and time to concentrate. She liked working in the library, between its book-lined walls, and in the light of the big bay window, through which trees in the garden cast their shadows. It was a big step up for her and felt like she was on an elaborate movie-set, where she was acting the imposter. She met his children for the first time, when she worked late one afternoon: Richard left her alone while he went to lunch with his friend, fellow author Denis Price, whom she knew to see but didn’t like the look of. A small knock on the door was followed by a curious head. It was Macdara, Richard’s small, incredibly cute son.

         “Would you like a cup of tea and a slice of vanilla cake?”

         Somebody had obviously put him up to it.

         “Well do you know what,” she said, “vanilla cake is my absolute favourite, and I just love cups of tea.”

         A tray arrived shortly afterwards, carried by Siobhan, acting in a teenage way like an adult. Any thoughts of romance with Richard had to be purged once Jenny met the children. The obvious obstacles, like the age-gap, and the fact that he was a married man, were difficult enough, but leaving children fatherless was too much to even think about. As if to reassure herself of her good intentions, she chatted with them over the tea and cake, and found out the things they needed her to know. Like Siobhan’s obsession with One Direction – whom Jenny pretended to like – and that Mac’s aeroplane was his best toy. His teacher’s name was Miss Heneghan, and her father owned a lighthouse in Mayo.

         “Do you have a boyfriend?” Siobhan asked, as she made her way out with the tray. The question, though disguised as an afterthought, was possibly the reason the tea-party had been put together.

         “No, actually. I don’t at the moment.”

         “Oh,” Siobhan said, as if she had suspected as much.

         With the kids gone and her work for the day finished, Jenny stood up stiffly 16and began to browse the bookshelves, running her finger along the spines, smelling the perfume of old leather. There were a lot of medical books. She had heard somewhere Richard’s father had been a doctor, so that made sense. Another shelf was for the paperbacks – mostly American novels, like Updike and Bellow. He seemed to have everything Philip Roth had written. Jenny, who had read one or two of Roth’s books herself, imagined him as a lean older man with his shirt open to the navel and skin the colour of tea. She saw him leaning over an old Remington typewriter, thumping the keys as he fine-tuned his liberal views. Such a man would not only be at ease with the idea of her and Richard, but would probably see it as imperative. And Richard, as a disciple of Roth, would agree – that is, if he even found her attractive. There had been no indications, beyond the general interest he showed in conversing with her. Nor had there been knowing looks or stray innuendo: he seemed preoccupied with his work. But she had a feeling that he, like all men, would be interested in what was available. Reputation or consequence wouldn’t matter when there was a pair of searching eyes and a couple of tits in the game.

         She began to tidy her papers and close off the documents, feeling intellectually privileged. Richard was opening doors for her and teaching her to think about life in new ways. With her worldview changing and confidence growing, she was finding herself increasingly bored with the routine prosecco-fuelled hysteria of her friends. And from the young men who chatted her up in bars and clubs, she could no longer draw any sense or meaning. Only from Richard could she hope to learn anything of value, as she confided to Rathbone, when he called her in to his office to discuss the “Richard Project”.

         “I’m learning so much from him,” she said. “It’s like he’s opening doors for me, or something.”

         “Opening doors? Like what? Car doors? Doors to houses? What are you talking about?”

         “I’m talking about metaphorical doors.”

         “Metaphorical doors? Have you any idea how ridiculous that sounds?”

         She gave him a stern look.

         “This is something new for me. Something fundamentally educational that’s helping me grow as a person.”

         “Nonsense. The only secret knowledge the old have, is that there is no secret knowledge. You should stop romanticising and concentrate on the job at hand. The job you’re being paid to do.”

         “Always so practical. That’s why I love working for you.”

         Rathbone shifted uncomfortably on his fat leather chair, causing it to squeak.

         “I have to live in the real world. The world where bills are paid, not some drummed-up … Parnassian plane where you’re running through the daisies hand in hand with your aged and married suitor. And that’s another thing: 17that wife of his is a real piece of work. She’d tear you limb from limb if she thought you had any ambitions in that direction.”

         “Stop jumping to conclusions. You’ll wear yourself out. No one’s talking about romance here: I’m just saying that we’re developing a close and mutually fulfilling working relationship. Which was what I thought you wanted. Jesus.”

         Rathbone finished their conversation by telling her he wanted the first three chapters of Eleventh Night polished and on his desk by the following week, or he was taking her off the job. She wasn’t concerned: she had already finished the first five. She was finding that working with Richard – having someone to impress – was giving her an abundance of energy; was it possible to have a male muse?

         Jenny picked up the framed photo of Richard and Valerie in eveningwear, from the mantelpiece. He looked happy, she radiant. She had not liked Valerie at first, but disliking Valerie was difficult. They had become familiar with each other around the house, and regularly chatted on topics ranging from hair-products to what a pain in the arse the German au-pair was. Where Richard was dreamy, Valerie was focused. It quickly became obvious she was the driving force behind his success.

         “She was the one,” admitted Richard one evening as they sat around the table after dinner, “who insisted on sending those first manuscripts. I’d probably still be teaching at St Joseph’s otherwise.”

         “I don’t know about that,” Valerie said. “I think the biggest contribution I make to the literary world is to make sure he takes his blood-pressure tablet and eats during the day.”

         Mac, wandering into the kitchen, climbed onto Richard’s lap and buried his head in the wide chest. Jenny had come to adore Mac: he was a funny, energetic little boy with whom she liked to believe she had a bond. But when the boy’s father was around, there was only one place he wanted to be, and one person he wanted to be with. This made Jenny feel conflicted. On the one hand, it endeared Richard to her – on the other, it aggravated her innate sense of respectability, which told her he was strictly out of bounds. This in turn made the forbidden object more desirable. There were times on the drive home where she was physically exasperated.

         Mac must have been an afterthought, or even a mistake, because the other two children were teenagers. Denis, named after Denis Price, his godfather, was a clear-skinned boy of seventeen who obviously fancied Jenny, and turned crimson in her company. She consequently found him awkward and had to resort to stiff small-talk. Siobhan, who turned out to be thirteen, was friendly and bitchy in equal measure. Jenny mistrusted her, and knew the feeling was mutual. Though a large part of her life was spent watching the Disney Channel behind a locked door in the playroom (to keep Mac out), Siobhan became a regular visitor to the sanctuary of the library when Jenny and Richard were working, disturbing the intimate atmosphere they had created. His family, 18innocent or hostile, were like chess-pieces in the way to Richard: two castles, a queen and a pawn. There seemed no way around them. Every move, every possibility Jenny tried in her shameful mind, ended in mate. But this was just a game she played in the Disneyland of her head. There was no way anything was ever going to happen. Like, ever.
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         “It seems” – Jenny said, entering the library carrying two cardboard cups of coffee and with a file under her arm – “that our man Guiteau went through some rough experiences, which might explain a thing or three about his state of mind at the time of the assassination.”

         She sat beside Richard, handed him a coffee, then plopped the file onto the desk in front of him.

         “Like what?”

         He had been brooding in front of the blinking cursor, when he heard the front door being opened by the new and impossibly dull au-pair, Essie.

         “Like he was sent by his father, a religious nut in his own right, and a severe disciplinarian to boot, literally, to a place called the Oneida Community when he was nineteen. Where he was subjected to all sorts of humiliation.”

         Jenny, who was anything but dull, brought an explosion of liveliness to his increasingly unfit life. His life just didn’t measure up to all that energy: it was too numb and habit-worn to veer into the street-carnival that was Jenny. His life would have to do press-ups – get its shit together. She was wearing a white T-shirt today, beneath a check shirt, her luxuriant hair restrained in a forehead-stretching bun.

         “Humiliation?”

         “They got up to all sorts there. Believed in free love. Can you believe that? Free love. We’re talking about the eighteen-sixties. Everyone was shagging everybody else. The older women had an obligation to educate the younger men in the ways of the flesh. Only Charles couldn’t get a look-in. Even in the Oneida Community, he was rejected. Charles Gitout they used to call him. And they believed in this other thing called ‘mutual criticism’. There’s an article here by a journalist called Norduff, written for the New York Herald at the time Guiteau was in the Community. He talks about a young man, ‘Charles’, who undergoes the experience. It must be Guiteau. The physical description and behaviour fits. So does the timing.”20

         “Well?” said Richard, almost as interested in what she was saying as the way she was saying it. “What happened?”

         Carefully removing sheets from the file, she laid them side by side in front of him on the desk: she had to lean across him for the last two. When she did, her musk, or whatever it was that surrounded women and gave them their aura, filled his throat and chest, gouging a hollow only she would ever be able to fill. It was this sensation above all else that told him it was happening again. That thing which had spoiled the party of his youth. That click, which released the serotonin or whatever the electro-chemical in your brain was that turned you into a jabbering idiot for some woman.

         At first, he had been foolish enough to think she was the one who had the crush on him – this from a series of open-to-interpretation behaviours, ranging from her wanting to work in the library twice a week, to the little touches on the arm and unflinching attention whenever he talked. It started out as a private joke – one of many he visited in a secret theatre in his head. But her influence had grown and nudged its way into his life, until she had not only taken over the theatre, but the head. Now he couldn’t get her out of it and couldn’t find any peace unless he was with her – or, at the very least, thinking about her. Thinking about her had become instinctive: his mind didn’t need permission, it just tanked into random romantic or sexual scenarios, or both. Usually, he was the rescuer. Other times, they were in it together: cornered in some cave, as he emptied his revolver into an attacking pack of wolves, while she frantically filled the other pistol. It was happening all the time now, this nonsense. Richard wasn’t particularly worried about it – he knew it would pass, as other fantasies had.

         “He was stood in the middle of this Hall,” Jenny went on. “And subject to criticism by the other members. Really horrible personal stuff. Mostly women, I might add. They got into him about everything from his personal hygiene to the way he spoke, to his manners. His laziness. Even the way he ate. And the deal was, he wasn’t allowed to respond. Had to just stand there and take it like a fool. He was only nineteen years of age, for God’s sake. Norduff writes that it got so bad, ‘Charles’ fainted.”

         She looked at him for a reaction, for confirmation that he too was horrified. Richard took on a perturbed expression. “You can see the beginnings of a pattern all right,” he said. “It’s as if he spends the rest of his life trying to prove those people wrong.”

         “And,” Jenny said, “it gets worse. There’s an account written by a Tirzah Millar, who apparently was a bit of a bitch. Anyway, she’s a niece of the founder of the community. His name was John Noyes, by the way, and he set himself up as some kind of Jesus figure, when he was probably just another middle-aged horn-ball manipulating younger women into having sex with him.”

         “Bastard.”

         “Totally. Well, this Tirzah Millar, she writes that Guiteau was assigned one 21Abigail Wallington. Where did they get the names? Anyway, she’s a woman in her fifties, who, let’s face it, must have been a toothless old crone by the standards of the day, as his sexual mentor. Disgusting. Anyway, she was given instructions to” – Jenny followed the line of her pen to where she had highlighted the quote – “take him to, but not beyond, the point of release. Can you imagine the frustration?”

         “Yes,” said Richard, then added: “It must have been terrible.”

         “And it’s yet more humiliation. He would already have been vulnerable enough going into that institution, what with his mother dying when he was a kid, and the hard-bastard father and all. Can you imagine what this would have done to him?”

         Richard, with his role of wise mentor to keep up, pressed his fingertips together. “But did he give any indications of violence? Sounds like he’s more victim than assassin. Did he, for example, lash out at anybody in the Community? Rape the old crone, whatever?”

         His voice sounded high-pitched, and he was sure the laugh that acknowledged his own joke showed more gum than teeth. He was obviously trying too hard; he studied her reaction to see if she noticed. A corner of her mouth twitched: could have been appreciation. Hard to tell. Hard to tell what her reaction was to his joke, or whether she had a sense of humour where the rape of crones was concerned. He was being irrational, paying too much attention to too much detail – letting too much of his secret world seep out through the cracks. Thankfully, she seemed lost in the documents. Was it Abraham Lincoln said: This too will pass?

         “There was this thing with his sister and an axe. Though that came some years afterwards. I think it was entered by her husband – who was Guiteau’s lawyer at his trial, by the way. As evidence of insanity. Let me see.”

         The papers were rearranged and placed in a pile as she searched, but she did not stretch across him again. Which was probably just as well, because he was leaning back and had put his hands behind his neck: she would have been six inches and a swerve of the head away from fellatio.

         “Yes. Here it is. George Scoville, the brother-in-law lawyer, presented a report at the trial from a Doctor Rice, who examined Guiteau at the sister’s home in Wisconsin, after the axe-attack. Apparently, Charles told him he was tired of being asked to chop wood by his sister. That he was a representative of the greatest firm in the universe, Jesus Christ and Co., and deserved better treatment. She had a lucky escape, by all accounts.”

         “Sounds like classic delusional thinking,” Richard said.

         “Yes. The poor bastard was living in a world of his own, by the sounds of it. Pitiful, really.”

         “So. What does all this mean?”

         Richard went to the window, where he stood looking at the tree in the garden. It had begun to rain, and the enduring green that went to make the 22ordinary world was blurring like a late Monet, through the multiplying drops on the glass. This was what he was supposed to be doing at his age: contemplating the beauty of simplicity. Not indulging in futile daydreams about innocent young women. His old friend Kenneth More had said, just before he died from that awful disease, that he cried at the beauty of a raindrop on a windowpane. Richard wasn’t moved. Listlessly, he noticed that Mac’s bike had been left upended on the lawn, and that the iron railings wanted a coat of paint.
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