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Jeff Berman, a Pennsylvania history professor, discovers correspondence between President James Buchanan and his male aide which depicts their sexual and emotional relationship. 

With the help of handsome Pascal Montrouge, a disgraced reporter hungry to return to the big time, Jeff is swept away by publicity for what he has seen as an academic book, and his dreams of tenure and true love seem to be coming true. 

But when his life falls apart and his academic career is threatened, Jeff questions whether Pascal has only been using him—and how he can build a new life from the debris of his old one.
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1: The Box of Letters
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In a way, I owe my literary and romantic success to my lesbian gal pal Naomi. It was her passion for antiquing that dragged me out of bed every Sunday morning, attacking garage sales and flea markets with a frenzy. If she hadn’t taken me to that house sale in Leighville, I might never have found the box of letters, met Pascal Montrouge, and turned my life upside down.

Hers was an addiction, as sure as any craving for alcohol or drugs. I was her enabler, traipsing behind her through the debris of other folks’ lives in the early morning hours when sane people were snuggled up in bed with newspapers, pets, or significant others. We were both single, and though I longed to find Mr. Right, so far he had eluded me.

In my defense, I am a history professor, which led Naomi to believe I should be interested in historical artifacts, even those of the recent past. And I had to admit I had a moderate interest in collecting antique china, and I couldn’t resist a good bargain either. So, most Sunday mornings Naomi and I traveled around the town of Leighville where we lived, hunting for bargains. As the day progressed we often found ourselves in New Hope or Lambertville, small towns not too far away, which were peppered with flea markets and antique stores.

That Sunday, a crisp October morning, with the maples and oaks on the hills along the Delaware River turning gold and red, was no different from the rest. Or at least I thought so at the time. Naomi and I picked up take-out cappuccinos—one of the benefits of living in a college town is the abundance of good coffee shops—and walked out to her monster SUV.

Naomi was a good six inches shorter than I, a stocky, round-faced woman with a broad smile and a taste for squashy hats. We took off up the hill toward the faded elegance of a neighborhood of Victorian manors that overlooked the Delaware, and as usual we were both complaining about the poverty of our love lives.

“What did you do last night, Jeff?” Naomi demanded, as she blasted her horn at an elderly couple, probably driving to church, and swerved around them on the narrow country road. “Nothing, I’ll bet. Sat home and watched TV.”

“Wrong!” I clutched the door handle for support and tried to sip my coffee so that the next wild turn Naomi made would not send it slopping all over my new black corduroy pants. I wore a black turtleneck sweater with it, in the hopes that I might be mistaken for a New York sophisticate dropped down into the country for a weekend outing. The truth was that wherever I went in Leighville I ran into former or current students, fellow faculty or administrators, neighbors or acquaintances, so there was no escaping who I was.

“I sat at home and read,” I said. “A mystery novel with a gay detective.”

“I hope at least the detective got laid.” As we neared the target neighborhood, she slowed the Jeep Grand Cherokee to a crawl, looking for a parking space. The streets up on the hill are narrow and choked with deciduous trees, and they were lovely in their multi-hued fall foliage.

“There,” I said, pointing up ahead. “Can you squeeze in between that maple and the fire hydrant?”

“I can try.” She stepped on the gas and zoomed forward, screeching to a halt next to a tiny Miata that was the same shade of candy apple red as my own serviceable Honda. Then she jammed the Jeep into reverse, swung the wheel, and rushed backwards into the space. I held on to the door handle with my right hand, crushing the coffee cup in my left, holding my breath. There was no metallic crunch though, and Naomi shifted back into park with a satisfied grunt. “You’re such a wimp. When have you ever known me to mess up parking?”

“Don’t get me started,” I said, climbing down from the Jeep’s high seat. In the shade of a hundred-year-old maple, the air was cold, and I pulled up the zipper on my down-lined jacket. I liked the way it made me look like a tall, fit outdoorsman, even though with my general clumsiness I was more likely to fall down a ski slope than slalom down it.

Up ahead of us, we saw our destination: a faded Queen Anne, all turrets and gingerbread and broad porch. I knew everything about those old houses, from the fishtail shingles below the roof line to the gable-roofed dormers and the lattice-work skirting. I was working on a research project about Leighville in the late 1800s, when a lot of these houses were built, so I had been in and out of many of them.

A couple of college kids were dragging a faded recliner down the steep front steps and I winced for the poor old building. “I hope there’s still something left,” Naomi said. “If you didn’t always insist on stopping for coffee we’d have been here earlier.”

“You really want that old chair?”

“That’s not the point. You have a cappuccino maker. You could make your own damn coffee in the morning.”

“I make my own damn coffee six days a week,” I said. “Sunday is my day of rest. And I never get to relax because I’m always out with you.”

“You don’t need a day of rest,” she said, pumping ahead of me on her short, stubby legs. “You need a life.”

“So do you.” I stopped and took a sip of my coffee. I knew that if there was anything terrific in the house Naomi would head for it unerringly. I followed at a slower, more sedate pace, in case the students, who were approaching me on the narrow sidewalk with their chair, turned out to be two of mine.

They weren’t, but I nodded anyway as I stepped into a pile of leaves on the curbside to let them pass. They  smiled and said hi, then headed past me. I wondered if they were going to push the chair all the way to the dorms, which had to be at least a mile, and all of it uphill.

Naomi and I were both on the faculty at Eastern College, “a very good small college,” as its recruitment literature bragged, located in Leighville, Pennsylvania, a town of some 20,000 souls about halfway between New York and Philadelphia. I taught American history, both in large survey courses and small upper-class seminars, and Naomi taught English literature and creative non-fiction. We had both landed our jobs at the same time and become friends at the new faculty orientation.

Our tenure-track positions gave us jobs for seven years, as long as we didn’t provide grounds for dismissal like committing a crime or sexually harassing a student. During that time, we were expected to teach three classes in the fall and three in the spring, as well as research, write and publish academic-quality material, either as articles in academic journals or as books. At the beginning of our sixth year, our colleagues would form a committee to review what we’d done, and decide whether to recommend us for tenure to the college president.

If we were successful, we’d both have jobs for life. If not, we’d have the seventh year of our contracts to search for other teaching jobs.

There were other gay faculty members, most of them more closeted than either of us, and so we generally socialized with each other. Eastern, as a progressive liberal institution, had quite an active gay and lesbian student group, but morals (and the age difference) required a hands-off policy about dating undergrads.

Which left both of us on the short end of the stick when it came to romance. I had long been told I had a handsome face, but I thought my brown hair was too flat and lifeless and I could never grow a beard or mustache that I liked. And don’t even get me started on my eyebrows, which flare up at the edges when they get too long, making me look like a thirty-something preppy Fu Manchu.

I finished my coffee as I reached the steps of the Victorian, nodding to a young couple who came out with a torchiere lamp and a shopping bag of assorted goodies. Naomi was in the living room going through a box of costume jewelry—for a lesbian with excellent taste, she has an unfortunate penchant for cheap ornament—so I continued through the house.

The hallways were narrow and the rooms on the first floor filled with other bargain-hunters. Light streamed in through the front window but the rest of the house was dim and smelled like old wood and cleaning fluid. The furniture was oversized and not good quality.

After discovering no good china and no books of any interest, I climbed the stairs to the second floor. The bedrooms were full of women measuring old sheets and little girls trying on faded pillbox hats. I stepped outside onto the balcony overlooking Leighville and stared down at the town.

This house had been an impressive place in its day, probably the home of a wealthy, influential family. I could see down the hill to Leighville’s Main Street, where a cluster of one and two-story buildings catered to the student population, and up the hill to Eastern’s Collegiate Gothic buildings, all fieldstone and dormers and mansard roofs.

The wind picked up and skittered dead leaves down the street. I shivered and stepped back inside, leaving the bedroom for the hallway. An elderly man in a lumberjack shirt and a trucker ball cap was coming down the staircase from the attic.

“Anything up there?”

He shrugged. “Lot of old junk.”

That sounded good. I climbed the next set of stairs into a single room under the sloping roof. Big windows brought in the cool October light, and the rough pine floor was littered with boxes large and small. I walked over to the first and started rummaging.

It was quiet up there and no one bothered me, until sometime later when I heard Naomi’s footsteps clunking up the stairs. She had a curious gait when climbing, an unconscious habit of skipping alternate stairs and coming down hard on those she did hit. “What’d you find?” she asked, standing in the doorway.

“Nothing much.” I motioned around me. “A nice wooden box with some letters in it. Some postcards of Pennsylvania from the twenties. Anything downstairs?”

“I’m not sure about this pin,” she said, coming over to me. She held out a massive starburst of fake rubies. “I was thinking of putting it on my black felt hat.”

“Lovely, I’m sure.”

“I’m taking it. I just had to know you disapproved before I made my final decision. Now come on, time’s a-wasting, and I want to get up to the flea market in Lambertville before it gets too late.”

I groaned and leveraged myself up off the floor. We paid a young woman, who told us the house had belonged to her great-grandmother. “She’s gone into a nursing home,” she said. “She’s 97, and she has dementia. My husband and I are going to move in, but we wanted to clean out all the old junk first.”

We smiled politely and walked out. “How come neither of us has great-grandparents with houses full of wonderful old junk?” Naomi asked.

“Because our ancestors retired to Florida as soon as they possibly could,” I said. “We come from warm-weather-seeking genes.”

“Then explain to me what we’re doing in bum-fuck Pennsylvania, with winter bearing down on us.”

Two students from my senior seminar on “The History of American Political Thought” approached us. Lena’s brown hair had a blue streak running from the part to her right ear. Darryl had a gold ring pierced into his left eyebrow; I was always curious to ask him if he was pierced anywhere else, but that would have been an inappropriate comment for a professor still on the road to tenure. “Hey, prof,” he said. “I didn’t know you were a garage-sale groupie, too.”

“It’s an addiction. I’m thinking of entering a twelve-step program. I have to get rid of my enabler first, though.” I introduced them to Naomi.

“Wow, my friend Dante is in your creative non-fiction course,” Lena said to Naomi. “He says it’s really radical.”

“Thanks,” Naomi said. We walked away, and she said to me, “They probably think we’re an item.”

“Doubtful. My kids already know I’m a big fag. And you hardly look like the woman to make me change my stripes.”

“Don’t knock the lumberjack look,” she said. “It keeps you warm in the winters. Which reminds me of my earlier question. What the hell are we doing here?”

I nodded behind us, to Darryl and Lena. He was doing a handstand on the steps of the old Victorian, waggling his feet at Lena, and she was laughing. I remembered with a sudden pang being that young, with the sense that the whole world was ahead of me. I came out of the closet my junior year, and with the arrogance of youth I was sure that I’d be happily settled with my Mr. Right by the time I was thirty.

Things hadn’t worked out that way, however. My romantic life had been a series of false starts and half-hearted romances, and I was halfway to forty with no amorous prospects on the horizon.

I forced a smile and turned back to Naomi. “Right over there,” I said. “That’s our reason for being here. The pleasures of the academy. Sophisticated discourse with students eager for knowledge.”

“Get in the car,” she said.
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2: Lunchtime Discovery
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Afternoon found us sitting at a riverside café in Lambertville, positioned for maximum sun. While we waited for our lunch, Naomi polished her pin on the sleeve of her sweater and I leafed through the letters that had come with my oak box. “What are you going to use that for, anyway?” Naomi asked, looking over at me.

The box was about eight by ten inches, and about six inches deep. The oak top came off completely, and the inside was worn smooth. Around the corners you could see how the sides had been carved to nestle into each other. It was a marvel of simple workmanship. “I’m not sure. Maybe I’ll keep current bills in it, or the remotes for the TV and the stereo. It’s nice, isn’t it?”

She shrugged. “If you like that kind of thing. Anything interesting in the letters?”

“I think they’re love letters, from the mid-1800s. Addressed to a Mr. Roland Petitjohn. I can’t quite read the signature.”

“Let me see one.”

I handed a letter to her as our salads arrived. “You know what,” she said, showing me the letter across the table, holding it up over the food. “Doesn’t this look like a man’s handwriting to you?”

“Back then if you were educated you had this classical, flowery penmanship. Sometimes it’s hard to tell a man’s writing from a woman’s.”

“This is a man’s wording. Listen to this. ‘I long to press my chest next to yours so that our two heartbeats can be one.’ Doesn’t that sound like a man to you?”

“If it is I want to meet him,” I said, sighing. “Isn’t that a romantic image?”

“Jeff, you’re not getting it. These are letters between two men.”

The bolt clicked. “Historical letters.”

“Think of the article you could write!” she said. “I see tenure in your future!”

I sat up. “You think?”

“I’m terribly jealous. Does that tell you enough? Even though I got this great pin.”

“I wonder if there’s more of that kind of thing in the other letters.”

We pushed aside our food uneaten and pored over the letters. The waiter approached with a worried look to make sure everything was all right, but we waved him away. The old paper was too fragile to sustain much inquiry, so we got our lunch packed up, took the check, and rushed back to Leighville. The Campus Copi-Quick was still open and we copied the letters, enlarging them as much as we could.

We took them to my 1950s ranch, on a side street about two miles from the college. I wanted to move into one of the old Victorian cottages close to the center of town, but they were far beyond my poor professor’s pocketbook. I had done my best with the house, though, refinishing the wood floors and laying down worn Oriental rugs. The rooms had been furnished with antiques, either cast off by Florida-bound family members or found at garage and yard sales.

Naomi and I settled on opposite ends of my big carved chesterfield, upholstered in eggplant velvet. With tasseled throw pillows behind our heads, we read the letters, as we nibbled our leftover lunch, making small new discoveries. “The writer must have been in politics,” Naomi said. “He talks about when he’s in Washington and Petitjohn is back in Pennsylvania.”

“Yes, he mentions constituents in this one.” Most of the letters, in fact, were not romantic; they were focused on administrative details, staff salaries, and so on. I had a book on reading historic documents, and I found it hidden away on a shelf in the small bedroom I used as an office. We used that to clarify spellings and words and the construction of certain letters. For a long time we were not sure if our writer’s first name began with an S or a J, as they were mostly signed with two initials, either SB or JB.

Finally we determined that our letter writer was named James, because we found one letter that was signed, “Affectionately, Jas,” and the J looked significantly different from the S. “So his first name is James and his last name begins with B,” I said. “He was a Pennsylvania politician around the middle of the 19th century. Now we have to trace him further.”

“I’m starving,” Naomi said. I looked at the darkening sky outside and realized we had barely eaten our lunches and it was almost dinnertime.

“I have an idea. I want to look for something on the internet. While I do that, you go into the kitchen and fix us something.”

“Why do I have to be the cook? Because I’m the woman?”

“Because you’re my best friend and you support me in everything I do,” I said. “You’re the Ethel Mertz to my Lucy Ricardo. There’s plenty of pasta, and some canned tomatoes in the cabinet. You can make that fabulous sauce you do.”

“I hope you have fresh basil,” she said, grumbling, as she got up off the chesterfield. “The sauce doesn’t work unless the basil is fresh.”

“Check the kitchen windowsill,” I called, as I headed to the computer in my office. “There should be some there.”

With all the university collections online, and all the talented amateurs posting their own research, you can find almost anything you want if you search hard enough. What I wanted was a list of Pennsylvania senators and representatives from the middle of the 19th century, and I hoped someone had uploaded it.

I didn’t find much, but I turned up a reference to James Buchanan, the 15th president of the United States and the only one from Pennsylvania. He had been a U.S. Senator from 1834 to 1845. I was hoping there might be a reference to other Pennsylvania legislators somewhere in his biography, so I skipped over to that. I was reading along, not paying much attention, when a name jumped out at me. Roland Petitjohn, one of Buchanan’s aides during his years in the Senate.

It took my brain a minute to process that information. The first thing I thought of was that if Petitjohn were connected to Buchanan’s Senate years, then he was of historic importance. If there were any references to Buchanan’s decisions, or his time on the Senate Foreign Policy committee, in the letters, they could be both valuable and noteworthy.

Then it clicked. “Naomi! Get in here!”

“I’m stirring the sauce,” she called from the kitchen.

“Leave the goddamned sauce!” I called. “Take it off the burner. Forget about it. Throw it out the window, for God’s sakes, but get in here!”

A moment later I heard her stumping down the hall. “This better be good. If that sauce is ruined you are taking me out to dinner.”

In answer I turned the monitor toward her and pointed to Petitjohn’s name. I watched the wheels turn in her head, probably going in the same direction mine had. “You mean...”

I nodded. “You guessed it. America’s first gay president.”
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18th inst. September 1835
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Dear Mr. Petitjohn,

I am pleased that you have accepted the rise in position to that of my administrative aide in our Nation’s capital. Your youthful Vigor and Enthusiasm have contributed greatly to the smooth operation of our district office in Lancaster, and I am sure you will bring those same Talents to bear in Washington.

If you wish, you may rest at the same boarding house I occupy along with several others in politics until such time as you are able to procure lodgings elsewhere. It would be my pleasure to be with you.

Sincerely, 

Jas. Buchanan
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3: Authentication
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By the time I found that wooden box full of letters, I had been a history professor at Eastern for three years, and I was already worrying about achieving tenure. My department chair had told me that I had to have a book published, or at least accepted, by the time I came up for tenure review. That meant I had to work fast to fight for a chance at a permanent job.

Fight was the right word. I loved teaching, and couldn’t see myself doing anything else. I had a real passion for history and there was nothing like that moment when I was working with students and I could see that they get it—that they can make the connections between what has gone before and our lives today. When I could open their minds to a subject many think is dry and dull. When I could do something to change the way a student thinks—forever.

I had been researching working conditions in the art pottery kilns around Leighville in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, hoping I could get a book out of some oral history materials I had found in the county archives in Doylestown. But the material didn’t excite me. There was no drama, no implications for the future. Instead of writing, I had spent most of my time trying to make my classes interesting and engaging, using new technologies and old tricks.

Then I found the letters, and I dumped my research and teaching improvements to focus on them. My first step was to authenticate that the letters were written by Buchanan. 

A few days after the garage sale I went back to talk to Jeanne Korczak, the woman who owned the house. By then the old building was almost echoingly empty, and a team of workers was demolishing the small, cramped kitchen.

“Sorry it’s so noisy,” she said, as we stood in the living room. “And that I have no place where we can sit down. You said you were interested in some letters you found in a box you bought at our garage sale?”

I explained my professorship, that I wanted to use the letters for a research project, and that I was trying to learn more about the person to whom they were addressed. “His name was Roland Petitjohn, and he was born in 1820 and died in 1885. He never married and he never lived here in Leighville. I wonder how his letters ended up here.”

There was a loud bang from the kitchen and Jeanne shuddered. “My great-grandmother’s maiden name was Petitjohn. He must have been a distant relative of hers.”

I wrote down as much as she could tell me about her family. Emily Petitjohn Green had lived in the house as a child then returned with her husband and children. She had stayed there even after her children had moved out, after she had grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Jeanne had come to play in the house as a child, and she and her husband had bought the house from Emily, including all the contents.

“No wonder you had a lot of stuff in your attic,” I said. “That’s a long time for one family to live in one place.”

“Yes, I like that generations of my family have lived here.” She patted her stomach. “I’m not showing yet, but I’m pregnant. You wouldn’t believe all the work you have to go through to baby-proof an old house like this!”

I said I was sure I wouldn’t, and thanked her and left. Within a couple of weeks, I had traced Emily Petitjohn Green’s family, discovering that two of Roland Petitjohn’s brothers had lived in the area, both working for art pottery companies. One was a painter, decorating tableware. He never married, while the other worked in the management of one of the factories, and he had married and raised a family. His son became a minister and inherited his father’s house. Jeanne’s great-grandmother was the minister’s youngest daughter.

I took a book out of the college library on the authentication of historical documents and read it at night in bed, curled up under my down comforter. Though I was trained as a historian, I had always relied on source material that had been authenticated for me: documents in libraries, historical accounts and non-fiction books. I had to give myself a crash course on authentication.

I checked the letters against every criteria, and they passed. The penmanship looked right for the era. The quality of the paper met with my inspection. It appeared that the letters had been carefully preserved in the lovely oak box for 150 years. 

There was no way I could become an expert, so once I was satisfied I wouldn’t be embarrassing myself, I found someone to verify my assumptions.

One of the advantages of being a college professor is a flexible schedule. At Eastern, big survey classes like the ones I taught on American History met on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. Each session was an hour long, and I taught from ten to eleven and from two to three. I held office hours from eleven to one, in my office in Harrison Hall. If student traffic was light I could duck out to the salad bar across the street, and eat while I read journals or graded papers.

Tuesday afternoons I taught a seminar on political thought from two till five. Thursdays I had the day free, except for papers to grade, department meetings, and my own writing and research. On a Thursday in late October, I begged out of a meeting and drove into Manhattan to meet with Morris Adelstein, a document appraiser of some renown.

Of the twelve letters, I chose the two that were least interesting to have authenticated, unwilling to let anyone else in on my secret. They referred to political debates and Senate business. But I was sure they would be enough to confirm that the handwriting and the signature matched Buchanan’s.

I met Adelstein in a small, high-ceilinged room on the fourth floor of an office building on the Upper West Side, above a bank and a Jewish deli. He was a tall, graying man with sunken cheeks and a slow, ponderous manner. I laid the oak box down on his desk and sat next to it, in a leather armchair with brass studs. Adelstein put on a pair of half-glasses and picked up the box. “The letters came in this?”

I nodded. “I bought the box, and the letters happened to be inside. It wasn’t until I got home and started reading that I began to wonder what they were.”

“There were only these two?” he asked, opening the box.

“Twelve in all.” I didn’t have any reason to dissemble, not yet. “They’re all similar. Same handwriting, similar quality of paper.” Most of the letterhead was from Buchanan’s office in Washington, though there were also letters from Wheatland, his home in Lancaster, and from the Waldorf-Astoria hotel in New York.

He held the first letter up to the light. “This looks like Senate paper from that era.” He rubbed a corner between his fingertips. “The watermark and the feel of the paper are both right.” He nodded. “So is the language. See the date, as it refers to the 4th Inst. of March? That means ‘instant,’ as in this month, and it was quite common up to the time of the Civil War. ‘Ult.’ means the previous month, and ‘Prox.’ means next month. Now, let’s see what’s been written.”

His office opened onto a large secretarial space, and I saw men and women moving back and forth through the open doorway. In the background phones rang, someone made photocopies, and a siren on Broadway floated past.

“Not very interesting material, is it?” He looked over his half-glasses at me. “The value is most likely only in the signature.”

“As I told you on the phone, I’m a history professor. I’m up for tenure and if these letters are authentic, they may give me some fresh material to write about. I discovered that Petitjohn was Buchanan’s aide when he was in the Senate, and as a Quaker, he was opposed to slavery. I’m curious to see how his views might have influenced Buchanan’s, particularly on that issue. Buchanan wavered in his public views—though he purchased slaves in Washington and then freed them in Pennsylvania, he was too concerned with politics to make a strong statement. It’s also interesting that he maintained a friendship with an Alabama senator who was pro-slavery.”

Adelstein nodded and picked up the other letter. When he was finished he stood up and crossed the small room to his bookshelves, which took up one entire wall. It took him a while, but he found the book he was looking for and brought it back to the desk. “Let’s see if the signatures match,” he said.

I pulled my chair closer to the desk so we could look at the book together under a desk lamp with a green glass shade. The author had reproduced the signatures of every president until Barack Obama, culling from as many different sources as necessary. There was a whole page of Buchanans, and the curlicue he had used to begin his signature was evident in the examples and in the earlier letters. In the section of those used in personal correspondence, there were several examples of the JB that was most common.

The signature that gave me the shivers, though, was the one reproduced from a letter to his niece, Harriet, which he signed, “Affectionately, yr. Uncle Jas.”

It was an almost exact duplicate of the signatures on the most romantic of the notes, those signed “Affectionately, Jas.”

“May I get a copy of this page?” I asked. Adelstein called a secretary, who came to the door and took the book from him.

He took off his glasses and turned to me. “What do the other letters say?”

“More of the same.” I scooted my chair back to its position next to the desk. “As I said, it’s mostly his legislative decisions that concern me.”

He nodded and smiled. “Well, I can authenticate these two letters, Dr. Berman, but I must reserve judgment about the other ten until I can see them.”

“Certainly. At this point I wanted to make sure I wasn’t wasting my time.”

“Oh, you weren’t,” Adelstein said, as I got out my checkbook to pay his fee. “A good Buchanan signature can go for up to $400 on today’s market. If you have twelve of them, you’ve got at least a few thousand dollars’ worth, maybe more if the letters have interesting or relevant content.”

I handed him the check.

“I grew up in Harrisburg,” he said, taking it from me. “Buchanan has always interested me, because he was the only president born in Pennsylvania.”

“Yes, that’s quite convenient for me, living and teaching in the state. I’m planning to go out to his home in Lancaster sometime.”

“You know he was also the only president who never married. His niece, Harriet, was his official hostess at the White House.”

“His personal life doesn’t concern me as much as his years as a legislator and ambassador, and of course, as president.” I stood up. I was glad that I hadn’t brought the more explicit letters to Adelstein, though it was good to know he was interested in them, when the time was right to have all the letters authenticated.

The secretary brought me the copies I had asked for, and I drove back to Leighville, stopping at Naomi’s apartment for dinner. She made a killer Dijon mustard vinaigrette, which she served over a salad of baby lettuce and grape tomatoes, followed by an amazing roast chicken with mushrooms and new potatoes.

“The project is looking good,” I said, stopping to relish the succulent chicken. “I have a reasonable provenance for the letters, passed down through generations of the Petitjohn family, or at least lost in their attic. And today I verified Buchanan’s signature.”

“Congratulations,” she said, tipping her glass of white wine toward mine. “But you still have to write the book, you know.”

“I know. I’m going to use a chronological approach, providing pieces of the letters as I analyze what they mean. I’ve already got a lot of notes I can expand from.”

I drank some wine and regretfully finished the last of my chicken. “What’s new in Naomiland?”

“Ella called me into her office on Thursday,” she said. “She says I’m not writing the right sort of material if I want to get tenure.”

The English department was a collection of small fiefdoms: composition, English literature, American literature, and creative writing, each run by an assistant chair. Naomi had been hired into the composition group by a much-beloved elderly man who had died soon after of a heart attack. He had been replaced by Eleanor Fitzgerald, a tall, imposing black woman who was called Ella behind her back.

I knew that Ella and Naomi clashed over things like grading standards, but I thought Naomi’s position in her department was solid. “That’s ridiculous. You’re a terrific writer, you’re a wonderful teacher, and you publish all over the place.”

“Ella says there’s a push to make sure that anyone who comes up for tenure is doing academic research and writing—not magazine pieces about architecture and food and pop culture.”

“That’s crazy. The advantage you bring to that department is that you’re a working writer.”

“But Eastern is not a trade school,” Naomi said. “That’s what Ella says. We’re an academic institution and we need to concentrate on academics. When I went over my publication list with her she knocked ninety percent of it out. And the only reason she didn’t knock the other ten percent out was because the titles were misleading or she’d never heard of the publication and she was scared it was some obscure academic journal.”

She got up and took our dirty dishes to the kitchen, and returned with a plate of brownies. “There must be a way for you to fight,” I said, leaning forward.

“How? By changing my whole approach to teaching and writing? I don’t think so.” She took a brownie and pushed the plate toward me. “These are amazing. One of my students baked them.”

“Out of the blue?” I bit into one and was surprised at the moist texture and the hint of raspberry.

“I give this exercise in technical writing where I have them write a recipe,” she said. “This girl was going for extra credit. She brought in the brownies she wrote about.”

“You’re right. This is delicious.” I thought for a minute. “You always get kids to write about food, don’t you?”

She nodded. “Recipes are a kind of instructions, and they teach kids to be clear and follow a step-by-step process. When I want them to be creative, I ask them to write about a food they remember, using lots of concrete details. Grandma’s chicken soup, mom’s apple pie, that kind of thing. It’s wonderful the details and insights they come up with.”

“And you have them write restaurant reviews, too, don’t you?”

“Yeah, it teaches them to be critical of their experiences, to pay attention and then process what they’ve learned.”

“Why don’t you write an article about that technique,” I suggested. “The way you incorporate food writing into your academic assignments, and how that helps the students become better, more insightful writers.”

She frowned. “I don’t know.”

“Of course you do. That’s ties together everything you do—how you bring your professional writing experience to your classroom to encourage creativity while achieving the course outcomes. And if it gets published in the right kind of journal, you could propose a book to one of the academic publishers.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. But that does sound like an article I could write,” she admitted. “I could be academic but still be creative.”

“To both of us being creative academics,” I said, tipping my wine glass against hers.
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4: Research and Writing
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Once I was confident that Buchanan had written the letters, I had to figure out who Roland Petitjohn was and how he fit into Buchanan’s life. I spent the rest of the fall deep in research on Buchanan and his times, patiently drawing the strands together that connected Buchanan and Petitjohn, tracking their movements and referring to anything in the letters that could be documented.

I visited every collection of Buchanan’s papers, looking for other letters to or from Petitjohn. One Friday in November I cancelled my classes and headed to Harrisburg, where I spent a long weekend reading Buchanan’s correspondence in the Pennsylvania State Archives. The details in some of the bland correspondence about official matters from Petitjohn to Buchanan matched the ones in the letters.

I found many cases where I thought Petitjohn had influenced Buchanan’s decisions. Small matters, places where I saw Quaker reasoning creep into Buchanan’s thought processes. Nothing as important as Buchanan’s views on slavery, but there was a regular pattern.

The last letter in my series was dated in November of 1848, when Buchanan was considering joining the Polk administration as Secretary of State. Petitjohn apparently had clashed with Rufus King, the Senator from Alabama who lived in the same boarding house with Buchanan and Petitjohn. In light of King’s views on slavery, Petitjohn could no longer continue his association with the man, even if it meant severing his relationship with Buchanan.

Buchanan accepted Petitjohn’s offer because he was unwilling to lose his connection to King. It was obvious to me that it was a lover’s quarrel, but one with a political connection. It was a historical counterpoint to Edward VII’s decision to renounce his kingdom for the woman he loved. Buchanan had chosen the man with greater political connections over the one who had served him faithfully for years. It broke my heart.

Naomi and I met the weekend after I returned from Harrisburg for dinner. “I didn’t think anything could be more boring than reading about mining equipment for my dissertation,” I said, “but the papers in Buchanan’s archive were even duller. And oh, joy, I’m going to Philadelphia next weekend to look at the papers at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania.”

“You won’t find much, you know,” Naomi said. “I’m sure that Buchanan and Petitjohn had to be on the down low.”

“They didn’t even have a term for the down low back then,” I said. “How about you? Have you been thinking about that article I suggested—about using food to teach writing?”

She looked away.

“Naomi, it’s a good idea.”

When she looked back at me she was grinning. “I wrote most of it the night after you suggested it. I was up until four in the morning because I was so jazzed. I went through my old files for good student papers to use as exhibits, and I sent out queries to a couple of academic journals.”

A few weeks later, once the semester was over, Naomi and I went to Lancaster. It was a week before Christmas, and the decorations along the town’s main streets were dusted with snow. The occasional black buggies driven by the Amish added to the picture postcard look.

While I went to Wheatland, the home that Buchanan purchased in 1848, Naomi prowled antiques shops for old quilts, taking notes on the patterns for an article she was writing for Country House Journal. For the sake of her company, I refrained from pointing out she should have been working on her composition article.

I walked through the rooms where Buchanan had lived, standing at the door of his bedroom and wondering if he had shared that bed with Petitjohn. I looked for Petitjohn’s signature in the guest book, but I realized that he’d broken up with Buchanan shortly before Buchanan bought the property, so it wasn’t surprising that it wasn’t there. I found Rufus King’s signature on numerous dates, and bought a copy of Buchanan’s only published book, Mr. Buchanan’s Administration on the Eve of the Rebellion. That night I sat up in bed in our motel room searching for any mention of Petitjohn.

“But I thought they broke up years before Buchanan ran for the presidency,” Naomi said, when I complained that I couldn’t find his name anywhere.

“Yes, but I was hoping he would mention something about the discussions he and Petitjohn must have had about slavery.”

“Jeff. You might as well get accustomed to the idea that you aren’t going to find any outside references to their relationship. There’s no way, given the times, that Buchanan was going to admit he was having sex with his aide.”

“It’s so sad. I checked the census records, and Petitjohn stayed in Washington during Buchanan’s term as Secretary of State. But can’t find any indication of what he was doing then. When Buchanan left Washington to become a gentleman scholar in Lancaster, Petitjohn left Washington and moved to Harrisburg, where he lived with one of his brothers.”

“So you can’t find any independent evidence that Buchanan and Petitjohn had a relationship beyond the letters?”

“No. And it’s a real bummer. Because without any other evidence, part of the book is going to be speculation.”

I began writing the book, which I called The Buchanan Letters, a few days later, taking advantage of the Christmas break, and continued it during the winter term, carving out time whenever I could from teaching. That was tough, because I was always willing to stay after class with a student who had questions, or re-read material I was going to teach looking for new ways to make it exciting.

Naomi’s article on using food to teach composition was accepted in The Journal of Composition Pedagogy. Ella was pleased, but she told Naomi it would take a lot more than one article to get tenure. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Naomi said, slumping in a chair across from me on a Friday afternoon just as spring break was starting.

We were in my office, trying to come up with something fun to do during our week off. I was still slogging away on The Buchanan Letters, and I planned to spend most of the week writing my way through 1837. There was a distinct shift in the tone of the letters starting in March of that year—Buchanan began referring to Petitjohn as his friend, and mentioned missing him when they were apart. The next letter was nearly two years later, and their relationship had already—in my opinion—become physical. I hoped that by studying what they were doing I’d find some triggering event that might have moved their relationship to the next level.

“Are you listening to me?” Naomi asked.

“Sorry. I was thinking about the book.”

“I know. That’s all you think about lately. You’ve become a very boring friend.”
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