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Narratives of Empire


Mary McCarthy once made a famous list of those things that “serious” fiction simply cannot deal with, starting, I believe, with a sunset and ending with a Cabinet meeting where actual politics are alluded to. Middle-class marriage is all that matters whether it be in sultry Toronto or vivid Baltimore. For the truly bored, there is literary theory whereby even Baltimore can be deconstructed, leaving the reader with the constituent elements of a novel, words strewn at random, ready to be rearranged or not, depending on the theory of the day.


I circle my subject, as you can see, because I have always thought that history (after pure invention – Gulliver’s Travels or Alice in Wonderland) is the only form of narrative that has universal appeal; also, because of its often mythological origins, it tells us more about ourselves as, let us be seriously scientific, genetic arrangements than any mirror set in the roadway so that we can see just how we look as we cross the road to get, like the celebrated chicken in the story, onto the other side. The idea of placing history in fiction or fiction in history has been unfashionable, to say the least, since Tolstoi. We are assured that the result can be neither fiction nor history. Yet the record of the breakup of the author’s own marriage the preceding summer is, most people would agree, the very stuff of solemn – no, serious fiction, the common experience. It is also, for many of us, as deeply boring as one’s friend Brian, who wants to tell us just how and why he left Doris shortly after the exchange student Sonia signed on for his Barth Barthelme Burke and Hare course at East Anglia. In any case, even this sort of dim fiction is historical, too, because it describes something that actually took place, if only dully, in recent time. But then to place a novel within history is more the rule than not. The Second World War was history and tens of thousands of novels have been set within the details of that very real war. Literary theoreticians to one side, there are few texts without contexts.


In the case of American history, I had the curious fortune to be brought up in a political family at the capital of the country and I knew first-hand, or at interesting second- or third-hand (the republic is not much older than my lifetime plus that of my grandfather), what the politics had been that had resulted, say, in the Second World War or even, but this required turning myself into an historian, some of the reasons at the back of our separation from England. I always knew that sooner or later I was bound to use this material. But how?


In 1966 I decided to write a novel about growing up in Washington D.C. during the Depression, New Deal, Second War and the Korean misadventure. From early triumphant Franklin Roosevelt to a young senator not unlike my friend J. F. Kennedy; from the world empire of 1945–1950 to the National Security State of the early fifties. I used real characters like Roosevelt, though I never presumed to enter his mind: he is observed only by fictional characters whose lives are lived within the context of actual events. Washington, D.C. proved to be a popular novel, particularly on Capitol Hill. But one British reviewer, unable to believe the mild pre-Watergate corruptions that I note, called me “the American Suetonius,” which I did not like since I was reporting, not inventing, the world of our rulers while an American reviewer thought that the book was closer to a glossy MGM film than to serious fiction. He knew, even then, that serious novels did not contain sunsets and Cabinet meetings while serious people certainly did not have butlers and chauffeurs nor did they know, much less quarrel with, presidents.


Part of the not-so-endearing folklore of my native land is that we have no class system; this means that any mention of it by a novelist will provoke deep, often quite irrational, anger. After all, our teachers are paid to teach that we are a true democracy (not a republic and certainly not an oligarchy) and our meritocracy is easy to break into if you will only take your academic studies seriously.


My attempt, fairly late in my career, to write an “autobiographical” novel raised more questions in my mind than ever it settled. I have never been my own subject, and history has always distracted me from my own education, sentimental or otherwise. I was also aware at school that our history, to the extent that I knew anything about it first hand, was not only ill-taught but seriously distorted.


Why not write “true” history and then, for added points of view, set imaginary characters in its midst? After all, this has been pretty much the main line of Western literature from Aeschylus to Dante to Shakespeare to Tolstoi as well as to hordes of other narrators from Scott to Flaubert.


When the decision was made by Bismarck to educate the lowest order so that it would be able to handle complex machinery and weapons, intellectuals knew that there was risk involved. If they could read, might they not get ideas? Wrong ideas? The argument about education went on for a generation or two and involved everyone from Mill to the Reverend Malthus. Meanwhile, they did learn to read. But what should they read? What actually went on inside the palace was out of bounds and there were to be no Cabinet meetings, ever; on the other hand, sunsets were nice, and so the good and the beautiful and the true became the Serious Novel as we know it – cautionary tales designed to keep the lowest order in its place as docile workers and enthusiastic consumers.


The great elimination of subjects to which Mary McCarthy adverted a generation ago has been underway for some time. The popular novel of the last century was, more or less, a sort of religious tract warning against intemperance, disobedience to authority, sexual irregularity and ending, often, with a marriage, an institution guaranteed to control the worker whose young children, hostages to fortune, would oblige him to do work that he did not want to do. No wonder modernism erupted with such force a century ago. Joyce, Mallarmé and Mann, each in his own way, chose not to observe the world from the point of view of a (contented?) victim of society. Modernism chose to illuminate the life of the interior whether it be of a man dreaming a new language for the night or of how a genius submits himself to the devil as spirochete.


I suspect that I was drawn to the idea of my own country as a subject by those schoolteachers who are paid to give us a comforting view of a society that, after eliminating the original population of the continent, lived more or less happily with slavery while imposing an often demented monotheism on one another as well as on the other breeds that came under its restless rule. Nevertheless, I believed that there was an American idea (if not “exceptionalism”) worth preserving and so I set out to trace it from 1776 to its final interment in and around 1952 when the old republic was replaced by our current national security state, forever at war with, if no weak enemy is at hand, its own people.


Needless to say, I knew none of this in 1966 when I wrote Washington, D.C. I had begun at the end, as it were, and except where personal knowledge contradicted the official version I tended to believe what I had been taught and told about the country. The next book was the first chronologically, Burr ; here I dealt with the years 1776 to 1836 and at its center I placed a family connection, the sardonic vice-president himself, Aaron Burr, “first gentleman of the United States” as he was often called and in his mad way he was a sort of Lord Chesterfield set loose in a world of pious hypocrites.


Burr’s popularity with that small public which reads books voluntarily was the first sign that there does exist an intelligent public highly dissatisfied with the way history is taught in the schools. I had also created a family through whose eyes I was able to tell the story of the republic. Although I invented Burr’s illegitimate son, Charles Schermerhorn Schuyler, he seems to me very real indeed. In 1876, after a long life in Europe, he returns as a historian-journalist to cover the first centennial of the United States; this was the year that the winner of a presidential election was cheated of his victory by federal troops. Ironies abound, and Charlie is very much at home. He is also trying to marry off his widowed daughter, Emma, and succeeds at some cost. Empire introduces Emma’s daughter Caroline Sanford and half-brother Blaise: brought up in France, they lust for distinction in the United States. Blaise’s hero is William Randolph Hearst who has discovered that history is what you say it is in the popular press. This dubious argument is not without a certain charm for Blaise but it is Caroline who buys a moribund paper in Washington D.C. and goes in for yellow journalism.


I was told by knowing reviewers that no woman at this time could have done such a thing but, of course, less than a generation later, a family friend, Eleanor Patterson, did exactly that with great success (her unfortunate marriage to a Polish count gave Edith Wharton much of the plot of The Age of Innocence).


In Hollywood both Hearst and Caroline decide that the movies will be the next great thing, the source of dreams for the whole world. Caroline lets Blaise have her paper: then she produces and acts in films with rather more success than her friend Hearst who is constantly running for president. Meanwhile, the context of these imaginary people is the very real one of the First World War, the League of Nations, Woodrow Wilson, William Jennings Bryan, Warren Harding, the young embattled Franklin Roosevelt. It was odd for me, in Hollywood, to write about the youth of so many people that I had known in their old age.


Now I have rewritten Washington, D.C., in order to bring together all the strands of the story. Lincoln is set somewhat apart, as only Caroline’s father figures in it in a minor way; yet without our Civil War we have no history and so that story adds resonance to the comings and goings of the real and the imagined.


It is not for me to judge what the figure in this particular carpet is. Personally I prefer a flawed republic to the murderous empire that began in 1898 and is now, as I write, firmly established as a militarized economy and society with no end in view. But I am not a judge so much as an enthralled narrator of a family and of a country whose curious mystique has always haunted me, so much so that I call this series of novels Narratives of Empire, now summed up in a seventh and final volume, The Golden Age, a title not entirely ironic since we always kept thinking that it might come to be all gold until, thanks to Vietnam, we realized that, like everyone else ever born, we are simply at sea in history and that somehow our republic had got mislaid along the way to an unloved empire, soon to be running down as such entities always do.


Gore Vidal
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The storm broke over the house. Rain fell in dark diagonals across the summer lawn. An abrupt wind bent willow trees, tore sumac, shook elms. The storm’s center was now so near that the flash of lightning and the sound of thunder almost coincided, ending darkness, shattering stillness. At rapid intervals, spears and tridents and serpents’ tongues of blue fire showed trees bending, rain falling, and the black rush of the river at the foot of the hill on which the house stood.


Peter Sanford took cover beneath an elm, and wondered what the odds were of being hit by lightning. Excellent, he decided, as three snakes of fire intertwined, vanished among the trees at the far end of the lawn, and a heartbeat later thunder sounded. Too late he clapped hands to ears; his head rang painfully from the sound.


Then the wind shifted. Rain splattered his face. He pressed hard against the bole of the tree and through narrowed eyes watched the mock-Georgian facade of the house appear and disappear in rapid flashes like an old movie print, jerky and overexposed. Within the house, the party continued, unaware of the beautiful chaos outside.


“Go on!” he shouted to the sky. “Go on!” The storm went on. Excited by this obedience, he stepped out of the shelter of the tree and, opening wide his arms, threw back his head and let the rain fill his face. At last he was nature, and a thing to be feared in the night.


Suddenly with a sound like an ax splintering wood, blue lightning shattered the sky, setting his teeth on edge, enveloping flesh in a vast tingling web. Then he smelled sulphur. A tree had been struck nearby.


“Come on!” he roared into the next roll of thunder. “I dare you! Here I am! Strike!” But this time there was only darkness for answer, and a dropping of the wind.


The circuit of power broken, he ceased to be a god and so, like Lucifer before the dreaded hordes of Light, he ran across the lawn. But shoes filled with water slowed his progress, like the dream in which he knew that he could never outdistance pursuers. Breathing hard, he galloped slowly past a marble Venus and a plaster Pan; then down a flight of shallow steps to the swimming pool, where he stopped and took off his shoes.


Barefoot, he crossed to the poolhouse. The door to the men’s changing room was open and in the darkness music sounded: someone had left the radio on. As he started to go inside, lightning revealed a man and a woman making love on a rubber mattress. The man wore nothing except shoes and socks and garters that hung half on and half off as he went about his single-minded work between long legs which circled him like those of a wrestler in the terminal bout. No faces were visible, only the necessary bodies. Then lightning ceased, and the revelation ended.


He stood in the rain, unable to move, not knowing if the lovers were real or simply creations of the lightning and when it stopped, they stopped; unless of course he was dreaming one of those dreams from which he would awaken in that pain which is also sharpest pleasure, having loved in sleep. But the cold rain was real; and so was the sudden soft moan from the poolhouse. He fled.


He entered the big house through the back door. At the far end of a dim corridor that smelled of beef stock, he could see the kitchen, a square white room full of light and heat and the sound of the French cook raging at his Swedish helper. Unobserved, Peter climbed the back stairs to the second floor where, like a thief, he opened the soundproofed door that separated the servants’ quarters from the main house and darted across the landing to his own room at the head of the staircase. Then he paused, perversely hoping that someone might see him: Where have you been? You’re soaked! But there was no one in sight and so, unchallenged, he stepped into the bedroom, shut the door, and turned the key; safe at last.


Pulling off wet clothes, he rubbed himself with a towel, in front of the mirrored bathroom door. There was no getting around the fact that he was sixteen and not yet old enough to begin a grownup life. He had been a child forever, an intolerable state of affairs that could not last much longer. Rough towel on skin together with the memory of what he had seen excited him. Should he or should he not? Deciding not, he did pushups until the moment passed. Martyred daily by the flesh, he knew that if he did not soon hold another body in his arms, he would explode, like one of those white novae whose final starry burst destroys a thousand worlds, just as he in his solitary state would like to do. Sometimes at night he would strike the pillow again and again with the force that kills, all the while knowing that there was as yet no one anywhere on earth for him to love, or to murder.


Glaring at himself in the mirror, he let loose a long harsh Tarzan roar that hurt the throat but soothed the spirit. And as he did, with a stranger’s detachment, he watched the veins knot at the temples, while neck and cheeks turned scarlet. For an instant he and the thunder sounded together. Then he stopped; the thunder went on.


Relieved, he dressed in a white suit identical with the one he had worn earlier at dinner. No one must know that he had been out of doors, least of all the lovers, who had been, he was convinced, if not at dinner, among those who had come in after. In any case, he must now track them down ruthlessly, like the inspector in Les Misérables. And when at last he found them . . . He paused in his reverie, wondering just what he would do. But of course he did not have to do anything. It was enough that two new images could be added to his gallery of phantom lovers, substitutes for what surely must soon materialize as solid flesh.


Peter Sanford entered the drawing room, just as his father was about to propose a toast.


“All right now. Quiet everybody! This is a victory toast.” Blaise Delacroix (pronounced “Della Crow”) Sanford was swarthy and fierce with a harsh New England accent dissonant not only to Southern ears but to those of his own son Peter who spoke the soft speech of Washington, D.C., with its slow long vowels and quick slurred consonants. But Blaise Sanford could have spoken Latin and been listened to respectfully, for he was uniquely rich. His grandfather had inherited a fortune derived from Sanford Encaustic Tiles of Lowell, Massachusetts, making it possible for him to leave a fortune to Blaise’s father, an indolent and melancholic man who had doubled his inheritance by accidentally investing in the right railroad. Unnerved by this coup, he forsook America for France, settling at Saint Cloud where he did his best to enjoy the Belle Epoque; with his second wife Emma, Princess d’Agrigente, only daughter of the American historian Charles Schermerhorn Schuyler, himself the illegitimate son of Aaron Burr, a connection that delighted Blaise who liked to claim, inaccurately, descent from the saturnine Vice President: Blaise’s mother was not Emma but a Southern lady who had died while giving birth to Blaise. Nevertheless, a portrait of Aaron Burr hung in the library; and a bundle of papers belonging to Charles Schermerhorn Schuyler was locked in Blaise’s desk. The papers were said to be scandalous. Although they were often discussed in the family, no one had ever actually read them.


In due course Blaise’s father was again a widower (oddly, the beautiful Emma died much as his first wife had died, giving birth; but then Emma had not been young). Sanford went into a deep depression that did not end until one day while riding, he was thrown from his horse onto a railroad track just as the Blue Train hurtled past, giving, wits said, added significance to the stylized locomotive that he had incorporated into the Sanford coat of arms. As soon as Blaise inherited the fortune, he returned to the United States with every intention of dominating that easygoing if somewhat out-of-the-way Republic: the First War had not yet happened and Americans abroad were still a novelty and source of amusement.


But as a family friend had once observed to Peter, though his father had the ambition of Caesar his political style was unfortunately that of Coriolanus. Too fierce and proud to show his wounds in the marketplace, he was forced to seek the same world elsewhere. He had attached himself to William Randolph Hearst; he had learned from the master that news was fiction and fiction, often, history. Certainly, true power was in the press, a fact that his half-sister, and rival, Caroline, had also grasped and it was she, not he, who achieved what Blaise longed for.


Caroline bought a moribund newspaper, the Washington Tribune, and made it a success, largely because she was fearless where those of less income tend to be timid. She became a power in politics. Then Caroline, prompted by Hearst, moved on to Hollywood and to the movies, leaving to Blaise the Washington Tribune. He was content at last.


On the Virginia side of the Potomac he built a mansion in the Georgian style, called Laurel House. Here he received Senators and Cabinet members, Justices and diplomats; the great and the rich, the quick and, had he the power, he would have summoned the dead as well. Even the powerful backwoods politicians, proudly uncouth (red suspenders, collarless shirts, cowboy boots: each had his folksy trademark), gladly discarded demotic trappings in order to go to Laurel House and become, if briefly, a part of that magic circle which was true center. If Paris was worth a mass, Laurel House was worth a dinner jacket.


Peter admired his father without liking him, just as he liked his mother without admiring her. But then, ever since June when school let out, he had been playing god, studying those about him as if through the wrong end of a telescope. But though they were properly diminished by his scrutiny, he still found the adult world puzzling; he was particularly confused by those who gathered in his father’s drawing room. They seemed to be engaged in some sort of charade, known to them but not to him, and though there were times when he thought he knew what they were up to, something odd would happen and the mystery would resume. Yet he was confident that one day it would all be plain to him. When it was, he would call out across the room to the players, “All right! I’ve got it. I know the game. I win! you can all go home!” But for now he was back at “Go,” and the game would obviously be a long time playing before yielding him its secret.


At the room’s center, Blaise stood short and straight beneath the chandelier with its three crystal feathers, emblem of the prince Regent, Mrs. Sanford always remarked to those visitors who admired it.


Peter joined the group that had gathered about his father like wolves circling a sheep. No, he decided, like sheep circling a wolf, eager to serve the carnivore. That was the one aspect of the game Peter had always understood. Blaise was rich, others were not. Yet money in itself did not impress Peter as much as what he had seen at the poolhouse. Unbidden, the vision returned and he was forced to put a hand in his trousers pocket. As he did, he looked about the room, wondering whether or not the lovers had returned. If not, who was missing?


There had been a dinner for twenty; afterwards another dozen couples had arrived. It was the usual Laurel House mingling of politicians and diplomats and visitors from the distant world of New York. The mood was high and some of the most dignified of the men and the most glittering of the women were talking and laughing much too loudly; his father, however, made silence.


“Everybody got a glass? You, Burden? No? Damn it! Give Senator Day a glass. He’s why we’re celebrating!” The butler poured Senator Day a glass of champagne.


Of all the Senators, James Burden Day most resembled Peter’s ideal of the classic Roman Senator. Whitehaired and stately, Burden Day moved with a conscious dignity that beguiled rather than appalled. With a flourish, the Senator held his glass high. But though he smiled a politician’s smile, his eyes were those of a man who had just seen the hour and date of his death written upon a wall, a sombreness of expression Peter found most attractive for he too was something of a melodramatist, having read Poe the previous winter.


“I won’t give Burden all the credit . . .” began Blaise.


“Naturally,” said his wife. Frederika Sanford’s fair hair and gentle expression put new acquaintances so much at their ease that they were quite overwhelmed when they discovered that not only did Frederika have a sharp tongue but that she was also quite unable to permit a silence or even a pause in someone else’s speech to go unfilled. She was a mistress of the sudden interjection; the small hard word, delivered like a stone from a slingshot. As a result, those who lived with her had become powerful conversationalists, never pausing for a word in terror that she might give them the wrong one.


Blaise spoke through his wife’s “naturally.” “ The distinguished Senator from the American heartland, helped by the Washington Tribune!” Mock applause and hooting as Blaise indicated himself.


Peter looked about the room to see who was missing. On a sofa sat Diana Day, the Senator’s daughter, whose legs he had for one moment thought he recognised in the lightning’s flash. But it was unthinkable. Diana was far too shy to give herself to a man with falling garters in a strange house, during a party. Besides, she was plain, with no makeup, and her hair was like the feathers of a brown hen. But though she dressed in clothes too old for her, Peter was aware of a good body beneath dull cloth.


“But Burden and I and a few other men of principle . . .”


“Hear! Hear!” from the room.


“We managed to stop our distinguished President, the dis-Honorable Franklin Delano Roosevelt!” Boos and cheers from the room. Most of those present were enemies of the Administration, although, as usual, there were a few New Dealers in attendance, eager to show Blaise Sanford that their horns were detachable, their hooves hearsay, and their need for publicity as poignant as any man’s.


“ This is a big day for us. For the country. For our kind of government. We must all remember it. July twenty-third, 1937.” Having blundered, Blaise was forced to contend with his wife’s uncanny memory for dates and numbers.


“July twenty-second, dear.” Frederika came in hard on “1937,” abandoning her usual policy of waiting for the natural pause.


For an instant Blaise scowled; then he laughed. As always, others laughed, too. “And here I was about to inscribe the wrong date on everyone’s heart. All right, July twenty-second, 1937, in the Senate of the United States the President’s bill to pack the Supreme Court and subvert the Constitution was buried for all time. Which means that the dictatorship Mr. Roosevelt dreams of has been at least delayed. And for this respite, we have to thank Burden Day and his Judiciary subcommittee. Ladies and gentlemen, Senator Day!”


The toast was drunk seriously because politics was taken seriously at Laurel House. Peter knew that his father believed everything that he said for the simple reason that he himself believed the same things. Not once had Peter even questioned the wickedness of the President or the virtue of his enemies, of whom James Burden Day was now the most conspicuous.


Senator Day responded to the toast, affecting a diffidence which did not strike Peter as altogether satisfactory in one who only this morning had humiliated a President in full view of the world. “Blaise, friends. . . I won’t say ‘my friends.’ ” He mimicked the President with startling exactness and everyone laughed. “We have done good work today. According to the papers, I was out to ‘get’ the President because I don’t like him. Well, I don’t like him. But that wasn’t what was at stake. And even though I’m a good Democrat . . .”


The Senator paused and got his reward. “No such thing,” said Mrs. Sanford. The guests laughed again. The Senator smiled tolerantly. Then, unexpectedly, he spoke of the recent death of his friend Joe Robinson, the majority leader of the Senate. He described how he had helped Joe on the floor of the Senate when he had felt the beginning of the heart attack which was to kill him later that night. He described sitting beside Joe in the cloakroom, and as his friend rocked back and forth, struggling for breath, they spoke of the Court bill which Robinson had sworn to deliver to the President. He believed he had a majority. Burden Day knew for certain that he had not; but suspecting that Joe was dying, he assured him that the bill’s passage was certain because “I loved Joe Robinson. We all did.”


“I loved Joe Robinson. We all did.” Peter repeated this to himself in his own inner voice. Some words sounded in his head; others turned to script; many translated to pictures. But whenever he tried to decide exactly how it was that his mind worked, he lost all sense of himself, the way he did on those clear nights when, staring at the sky, he was overwhelmed by the thought of an infinitude of suns and nonhuman worlds. Sky. Night. Stars. Mars. Tars Tarkas of Thark, the green giant, was beside him, as they crossed the red desert of ancient Mars to the place where cowered the beautiful Princess Thuvia. Red dust appeared on the horizon. “Here they come,” he muttered grimly to his green comrade-in-arms. “We’re ready for them, O Peter,” said Tars Tarkas, and with his four arms he removed four swords from their scabbards.


“We buried Joe last week in Little Rock. I don’t think I give away any secrets when I say that on the train back to Washington, the Vice President turned to me and said, ‘Well, that’s the end of Franklin. And I hope you boys find some decent way of layin’ this bill to rest.’ We did. Today. And I have a hunch that the President may have learned a lesson he won’t soon forget. That not even he can upset the system of checks and balances which our forefathers . . .” But Burden Day, obviously aware that his voice had gone from that of drawing room guest to politician, abruptly finished with a few muttered words that without the Washington Tribune and Blaise Sanford there might be at this very moment thirteen rather than nine Justices of the Supreme Court. After a round of applause, the talk became general.


Alone beside the fireplace, Peter drank sarsaparilla and ate potato chips while killing the last of the white-wigged Martian Priests. Then he turned to Thuvia, who lay among the red dunes of Mars, waiting for him with parted lips and silver legs spread wide . . . He knew whose legs those were.


In a jonquil yellow dress his sister Enid materialized in the room, pale face flushed, eyes huge from pleasure, hair still full of rain despite a recent combing. Her return had gone unnoticed, a fact unusual in itself since the whole point to Enid was that she was always noticed, with no effort on her part. She glided to the bar and poured herself whisky, again unusual: Enid seldom drank. Peter looked toward the hall to see who it was she had been with. But the man with the garters had either gone home or would reappear later, to avoid suspicion. Fiercely, Peter tried to recall who had been at dinner. He shut his eyes, the better to concentrate.


Enid twirled his hair against the central cowlick, causing sudden tears of pain.


“Stop it!” He struck away the hand. Each was experienced in the torturing of the other. Although she had the advantage of being older than he by three years, his biological age had now made him physically stronger than she but to no purpose, since in the process he was now no more able to touch her physically than he could hold fire in his hand. It was too dangerous, as they both knew well.


“Where have you been?”


“At the poolhouse.” He was startled by her candor, and then by the swift serenity with which she lied. “I took a walk after dinner and got caught in the storm. My hair’s still wet. Listen to that thunder.” But Peter could hear nothing but the thud rapid thud of his own pulse beat.


“Who’d you go with?”


“My lover, who else?”


Against his will, Peter found her unexpectedly impressive. “You have a lover? Here?”


Enid laughed and twisted the cowlick right way round, a not unpleasant sensation. But he could not bear to have her touch him. He leaped from the chair. “Which one is he?”


But Enid merely smiled and stretched languorously before the fire and Peter, confronted by the fact of her body, was furious. “Who?” He could barely get the word out.


Enid looked at him hard, no longer smiling, more puzzled than suspicious. “Who do you think I was with, you idiot? I was alone.”


“Were you?” His tone was so inquisitorial that Enid laughed at him. “All right. I wasn’t alone. I was with Harold Griffiths. We made love on a rubber mattress in the poolhouse, in the men’s dressing room, while listening to the radio. I forget which station. Are you satisfied?”


Peter looked past her at Harold Griffiths who was short and barrel-chested with a great lion’s head and pale agate eyes. He was a poet from New York who worked as critic for the Tribune. He almost never stopped talking and Peter thought him the most brilliant man in Washington. But he was certain that Harold had not left the house. In any case, those short bowed legs were not the ones he had seen in the poolhouse.


Peter shook his head. “It wasn’t Harold.”


“But it was. And I’m going to marry him, too. He’s got to make an honest woman of me, after what we did.”


Peter turned from her. “Go to hell,” he murmured, suddenly neutral. He selected and ate the largest of the potato chips. After all, it was no business of his.


He was about to leave the room when his mother motioned for him to join her and Senator Day and Diana. All three were lined up side by side on a sofa, like rifle targets at Glen Echo Amusement Park. Peter wished suddenly that he had a gun. Bang, bang, bang, down they would go. One two three, and he would win a stuffed bear. But then they would pop right up again, ready for the next customer.


He sat down opposite them, and looked attentive. He knew that whenever his mother summoned him to join the grownups it was because Important Things Were Being Said.


The Senator was speaking of the President. Peter had seldom heard him speak on any other subject. The President was the Senator’s white whale, to be pursued to the death and after. “It’s too simple to say that he wants to be a dictator. Actually, I don’t think he knows what he wants. He has no master plan, thank God. But all his improvisations, all his gestures are those of a man who wants to center in himself all power.”


“But why?” Diana Day, who seldom spoke, blushed; obviously she had startled herself, while delighting her father, who beamed at her as Mrs. Sanford said, “Because he’s that sort of man!”


“What I meant was,” and Peter noticed that Diana spoke with a slight stammer, “perhaps he thinks it right, what he’s doing, the way it was in 1933 when he had to create jobs.”


“Conceited!” exclaimed Mrs. Sanford, linking her new interjection with the last as if Diana had not spoken at all. “ The way he throws his head back, and that horrible grin! It’s all because he’s a cripple,” she added with finality. “The brain was affected. Everyone knows.”


“ That’s too easy.” Senator Day twirled his highball glass first clockwise then counterclockwise. Peter’s cowlick hurt. “Diana,” and the Senator gave his daughter a curious smile, “I suspect you of being a secret New Dealer.”


The girl turned a deeper red; tears came to her eyes. Though Peter had known her all his life, he had seldom heard her say more than a conventional phrase or two. He had always thought her dull as well as plain. But now that she was grown up he decided that she was not really plain, only shy, and grimly turned out. Under one arm he saw the fastener of a zipper, and mentally he gave it a tug. The cloth parted, to reveal . . . With an effort he recalled himself. It was plain that he was going mad. He could think of nothing but rape.


The Senator said, “I don’t see Roosevelt himself as bad . . .”


“Bad!” One of Mrs. Sanford’s best effects was the repetition, in a different key – and often meaning – of a single word.


But the Senator knew his competition. He continued. “Good and bad are relative, of course. But I do see him as more helpless than most people think. I see him riding the whirlwind.” Peter thought of lightning; thought he heard thunder beyond heavy curtains and rose-red brick; thought of the poolhouse. . . . Desperately he concentrated on the Senator’s words. “Since then the Executive has grown stronger, while the Legislature and the Judiciary grow weaker.”


“Which is their own fault, isn’t it, Father?” Diana stammered on the first syllable of “Father.”


The Senator nodded. “ To a degree. We don’t have the leaders we used to have when I first came to the Senate. And though in some ways, I’m glad the Aldriches are gone . . .”


“I love Senator Borah.” Mrs. Sanford looked absently about the room to see if the guests were mingling, laughing, gossiping, as they ought.


“Now there are those who think this process is inevitable in our form of government. I don’t.” Peter was aware that since his mother’s attention had strayed to the room, the Senator was speaking directly to him and he was embarrassed to find himself the sole recipient of so much wisdom and courtesy.


“You see, I think our kind of government is the best ever devised. At least originally. So whenever a President draws too much power to himself, the Congress must stop him by restoring the balance. Let him reach too far and . . .” The long white hand moved abruptly toward Peter who gave a start as though the hand were indeed a tyrant’s, grasping power. “We shall . . .” The Senator’s other hand, rigid as a knife, made as if to chop the tyrant’s hand from its wrist. That was power, thought Peter, chilled. Fortunately the Senator was far too skillful a performer to end on too high a note. He broke the tension with a laugh. “On the other hand, no pun intended, F.D.R. has a lot more tricks up that sleeve of his. I just hope we can always manage him as well as we did today.”


Across the room someone struck a chord on the grand piano. The room was silent. As in most Washington drawing rooms, the piano’s essential function was to serve as an altar on which to display in silver frames the household gods: photographs of famous people known to the family. The Sanford deities were suitably impressive, consisting mostly of royalties whose signatures slanted in bold letters from lower left to ascending right, unlike those of presidents and other democratic figures who favored long inscriptions suggesting intimacy.


But now the Washington correspondent of a London newspaper had seated himself at the altar, and others gathered around him. In honor of the day’s victory, “ The Battle Hymn of the Republic” was played, though none but the Englishman was certain of the words. This was followed by a powerful rendering of “Old Man River,” the Englishman’s party piece, in which even the lowest notes were accurate. Half the group was now gathered about the piano, proposing songs and singing. The rest accompanied Blaise to the adjoining cardroom.


Then Harold Griffiths, exuberantly drunk, usurped the Englishman’s place as song leader. To everyone’s delight, because Harold was fun, as Mrs. Sanford often said, even if he was probably a Communist. Harold knew theatre people; he wrote a lively column; and once he had been a poet, though no one that Peter knew had ever read Harold’s poems, or those of anyone else except Ogden Nash.


Mrs. Sanford joined the singers, leaving the Senator and Diana to Peter. The Senator finally looked at him, as opposed to facing him.


“What,” began the Senator, and Peter knew already the ritual question, “do you plan to do when you’re . . .” With that charming hesitance which had won him so much favor, he paused and exchanged the traditional “grown up” for the more flattering “finished with school?”


“I wish I knew.” Peter looked at Diana, as though for guidance; she nodded encouragingly. “Politics . . .”


“Don’t!” Feigning horror, the Senator sat back in the sofa; the white hands clapped together with a sharp retort.


“But I like it.”


“Like it but don’t practice it. Of all the lives I can think of, politics is the most . . . the most . . .” This time the hesitation was not for effect. The Senator was actually searching for a word. “ The most humiliating.” The smile faded. Peter believed him. “You must be accessible to every fool who wants to see you, since the only person who can never escape a bore is the man who needs his vote. Woodrow Wilson used to say that the worst thing about being President was continually being told things you already knew. Well, it is the same for all of us. And then, at the end, your place is taken by someone else and you’re forgotten, and nothing you ever wanted to get done at the beginning seems anywhere near fulfilment. The lucky man is the one who dies during a victory, like Lincoln, though even he had that dream – what was it? Something about a ship in a dark sea, far from shore, lost.”


“But the ship was moving,” said Diana.


“Yes, it was moving.” The Senator recalled himself, with a laugh. “Was there ever such a gloomy old politician as me? Pay no attention. I’m just offering a nervous hostage to fortune. You see, today is an extraordinary day for me. I’ve actually managed to do something I thought important. I proved a point.” He stopped, recalling how the conversation had begun. “If you like politics, publishing the Washington Tribune is a good way of being political, without pain.”


Peter grinned. “I don’t think my father wants me to run the paper just yet.”


“You should study journalism.” Diana took the conversation seriously in a way neither Peter nor the Senator did.


“If I ever graduate, I will.” Though Peter was entered at Harvard, he could not bear the thought of New England, cold weather, hard work. Since he was Southern and lazy, he preferred a college closer to home. Unexpectedly his mother agreed with him. Frederika wanted only for her children to fit with ease into a society she thought exactly right the way it was: the world of the estates that ringed the city of Washington, of the Italianate palaces on Massachusetts Avenue, of the small restored houses in the Georgetown slums which had lately become fashionable. For all Frederika’s seeming vagueness, she had a precise sense of what the world was, and she had made it plain to both Peter and Enid that she was prepared to put up with any sort of behavior as long as it was not openly eccentric or disruptive of what the newspapers called Society, a word never used by those so designated. In her way, she was a splendid social tactician. Not idly had she married for money. It was an old Washington joke that Blaise Sanford had paused once too often and that Frederika had filled the silence with a swift “I do.” Peter smiled, recalling this story. He was used to hearing gossip about the family, though he realized that the worst of it would not be said in his presence.


“Well, you look happy, Pete!” It was Clay Overbury, Burden Day’s administrative assistant. “ The Senator been telling you one of his stories?”


“Nothing so good,” said the Senator. “I was boring him with the news that power is bitter and dominion terrible.”


“It certainly is for the President tonight.” Clay sat beside Diana on the sofa. Although he was only a senatorial assistant, Clay was often invited to great houses, largely because of the way he looked: tight blond curls, violet eyes, and a short nose somewhat thickened as a result of a recent fall during a Warrenton hunt. An excellent athlete and a good listener, he was expected to go far, if only as the future husband of Diana Day. No one had ever been able to think of anything to say against him except Frederika, who once remarked that Clay was too good-looking, as though to be too good-looking were somehow wrong for a man, like wearing brown shoes with a blue suit or using a cigarette holder like the President. But Peter was well-disposed toward Clay who treated him as a fellow adult.


“I understand the President’s gone off on his yacht.” Clay smiled at Diana who smiled back.


“One wonders, will it sink?” said the Senator with a sigh.


“We can always hope.” Clay mopped his brow though the room was no longer warm. Someone had opened the French windows and cool rain-smelling air had begun to circulate. Peter strained to hear thunder, but there was none. The storm was over and a nightbird sang, its harsh voice audible despite Harold Griffiths’s loud rendering of “Once There Were Four Marys.” Harold knew by heart a thousand songs, and was willing to sing them all in his dramatic if somewhat nasal tenor.


“But just before he left, he opened a television studio in Washington. Television! He’s wonderful. He says that in a year or two we’ll be able to see the news as well as hear it.”


“He can hardly wait, I’m sure.” The Senator shook his head sadly. “Imagine having to watch him day after day! It’s enough just to hear him, that terrible patronizing voice. Why do I find him so unbearable?”


“Because he’s the President.” Diana was unexpectedly direct.


The Senator looked at her with respect. “I hope you’re wrong, but you may be right. I have never liked the President, no matter who he was. Familiarity, I suppose. And then we are natural antagonists, Senate and White House.”


Clay nodded briskly at what was obviously a familiar argument. “Another thing I just heard on the radio . . .”


“Heard where?” Peter was suddenly alert.


“On the radio. The President plans to appoint . . .”


“What radio?”


Clay’s violet eyes went wide with annoyance. “ The radio in your father’s library.” Then he told the Senator what he had heard, and Peter was fascinated by the boldness of the lie. There was no radio in the library. There was no radio downstairs. But there was one in the poolhouse. As Peter stared at Clay, a single drop of rainwater detached itself from the golden curls and streaked toward the chin, as close to the ear as though it were indeed perspiration; even random nature contrived to shield Clay who suddenly crossed his legs; Peter wondered if the garters were now properly adjusted.


Then Clay and the Senator spoke of the next day’s business, and Peter, triumphant, joined Enid at the piano. Harold Griffiths’s huge repertory had at last overwhelmed the company. Having come together as performers, only to find themselves used as audience, they had all drifted away except Enid who seemed really to enjoy Harold’s singing. She leaned now against the piano, the yellow of her dress bright against dark wood. “Having a good time?” she mocked Peter gently. “Been spiking your Coke?”


“Sure, I’m high as a kite.” He chose a soft friendly voice. “But you know what I don’t understand?”


“Why, just about everything. Now be still. Harold, sing that song in French, the fisherman song. What’s it called?”


Harold told her and then he began to sing a medieval song in a minor key. “Mais sont-ils morts?” was the refrain.


“What I don’t understand is . . .” But Peter’s deliberately soft and friendly voice could not compete with Harold’s singing. The words were lost.


“Peter, shut up and listen!” Enid’s frown was almost as awesome as their father’s scowl. She would resemble the old man one day.


“I said,” Peter made his voice both hard and audible, “that what I don’t understand is why when Clay laid you, he didn’t take off his shoes.” Enid turned and stared at him, without expression, until he could bear it no longer. With “Mais sontils morts?” sounding in his ears, he hurried from the drawing room.


Safe in his own room, he locked the door, and for a moment stood dumbly, holding his head with both hands as though to prevent the blood from breaking through distended arteries. Yet even in his anguish he knew enough to ask himself with a cold curiosity why it was that he felt betrayed.
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From the bathroom window, James Burden Day observed the green of Rock Creek Park, already hazy in the morning heat. Fortunately the house was cool. Built of solid gray stone, it was exactly the sort of house he had always wanted. Walls that would last for centuries, high-ceilinged rooms, long windows with a view of gardens. He was hardly a rich man but he had never once regretted building the house, which had, in any case, saved him from being wiped out by the Depression. For no reason other than a desire to build a great house, he had taken his money out of the stock market and put it into stone, mortar, wood, slate, glass, and made something beautiful which would last forever, despite a recently increased mortgage. Thought of money made him frown; his hand shook, the razor nicked his chin and blood stained the white of the lather. “Damn!” he said as scarlet mingled with white, like a strawberry shortcake.


Briskly Burden washed his face and stuck toilet paper onto the cut. Then he pulled off his nightshirt and stood for a moment, revolving his arms idly in the air, eyes shut in order not to see the old body which he never ceased to recall as it had been in his fair and vigorous youth before the muscled arms had gone slack and the legs become blue-veined and spindly and the once flat belly thrust forward into a heavy ellipse of flesh which now overhung contracted genitals. But of course none of this was permanent, he told himself, beginning to dress. Whenever he chose, time could be reversed. Diet, exercise and the implantation of a goat’s glands would make the loose skin taut, the muscles firm, the sex responsive. It was just a matter of deciding when to take off a month or two for the metamorphosis to occur. It was unthinkable that he would not ever be young again.


Meanwhile, Burden knew that it was quite enough to live in a present suddenly grown marvelous. Never had a President so soon after a huge electoral victory been so thoroughly repudiated by his own party in Congress. “I will bring him down,” he said to the mirror, knotting the polka-dot bow tie, his trademark, beloved of caricaturists. Happily he went down to breakfast.


In the dining room, tall windows revealed a shaggy green garden. A warm breeze stirred heavy curtains. On the window sill, a cardinal sat, waiting for Burden’s wife to feed it. Wild birds came to her. People, alas, did not.


Burden sat down at the long empty table while the servant Henry, black and dour and pretentious, served him breakfast. Henry worshiped the United States Senate. He read everything pertaining to it (“pertaining” was a Henry word), and he was even more suspicious than Burden of the White House, regarding the Executive as a continual threat to the majesty (and natural primacy) of the Upper House.


It was not in Henry’s nature to smile or betray excitement but Burden thought that he noticed a slight tremor of the hand as Henry placed the morning newspapers beside his plate. From the front page of the top newspaper, his own face looked up at him.


“Well, Henry, I guess we showed Mr. Roosevelt a thing or two.”


“Yes, Senator, I believe we did. What happens to the Court bill now?”


“It vanishes into committee. Never to be seen again.”


Henry frowned to denote grave pleasure and then withdrew, leaving the Senator to read about himself. Tactfully Henry had put the Washington Tribune on top.


“How does it feel?” Diana took him by surprise. “ To be so praised! So noticed”


“No more than I deserve.” He was gay. “About once a decade I am properly appreciated.” Across the table, Diana seemed to his nearsighted eyes like a great pink rose in a shaft of golden morning light.


“We appreciate you every day and in every way. Are you going down to the Hill?”


“Could you imagine me not going down there? I want to gloat.”


Henry brought Diana’s breakfast and listened distinctly as he served her. “Has the President made any comment?”


“Not so far. I doubt if he will. He’s fled up the river on a yacht.”


The telephone in the kitchen rang and slowly Henry went to answer it.


“Did you enjoy last night?” He looked at the rose blur which seemed to contract and then to expand.


“Yes, I like the Sanfords. Especially Enid. I wish I looked like her. She looks like . . . she looks like Fate.”


“And how does Fate look?”


“Like Enid. Dark, severe, voluptuous, all at the same time.


Men fall for Enid.”


“For Fate?”


“No, just for Enid. I wish they fell for me.”


Burden frowned. He knew that Diana believed that she was unattractive and, feeling herself so, did not, in fact, attract men. He wondered how to tell her that the power to attract others was simply a trick to be learned, an act of the will. He himself had begun by studying those who pleased the crowd; deliberately he had imitated the way they spoke, smiled, walked, until at last he, too, was loved by the many. Yet he had never ceased to be himself, despite the shrewd artifices of his performance.


Henry appeared with the telephone on its extension cord. “Your office, Senator. It’s Mr. Overbury.”


Clay’s voice was excited. “You saw the morning papers? Well, New York’s even better. And we had a call from home, from the Governor’s office. He’s running you for President!” Burden’s heart beat faster. Then: “Somebody named Nillson just called. He wants to see you. It’s about . . .”


“I know what it’s about. Tell him I won’t see him. Tell him he’s a crook. Well, no, don’t tell him that.”


“I shall translate.”


“ Tell him I’m too busy. Discourage him. I’ll be at the office in half an hour.” Burden put down the receiver.


“Who’s Nillson? Why is he a crook?”


Burden looked at the rose which blazed now as sunlight flooded the room. “An astonishing man. He sauntered into my office last week and told me that he wanted to buy a hundred thousand acres of Indian land.”


“Oil?”


“What else? And he assured me that the Department of the Interior would make no fuss . . .”


“But he knew that you would.”


“Exactly. He wants my subcommittee not to object to his buying the land at a fraction of what it’s worth.”


“Do the Indians want to sell?”


“Naturally! They’re idiots.” “ Then you must protect them.” “I will. And so earn their undying hatred. No good deed ever goes unpunished.”


“Well, it’s always satisfying to do the right thing.” “I’m not so sure. Don’t be rigid,” he advised her suddenly.


“Don’t be like me. Remember what Cicero said . . .”


“He said everything and you know everything he said.” Diana mocked him and he was not entirely amused for he had little humor about himself and the fact that he knew that he lacked this most American of virtues did not make life any easier. For a public man he was altogether too sensitive and vulnerable.


“Cicero said, ‘One may do some time-serving but when one’s hour has come, one must not miss it!’ “


“Yes, but how do you know when the hour has come?” “For him it was unmistakable. They came with swords, and cut off his head.”


“I should have thought it best never to ‘time-serve.’ In that case, one is always ready for the end.”


“ To survive one must ‘time-serve.’ Knowing when not to, that is the secret to being great.”


“You are great.”


He was touched. “Daughters always think that about their fathers.”


“But you are. Because you are not afraid to be . . .” She paused and he wondered which adjective she would choose: strong, wise, honest? It must be “honest,” he decided, trying to influence her decision by telepathy. But she chose “unpopular,” a small virtue which could easily turn to vice. The Senate was filled with men who revelled in unpopularity (outside their own states of course), these showmen were never so happy as when they had contrived to get the wall as close as possible to their backs. He hoped he was not of that company.


But before he could explain himself they were joined by his wife and her mother. Small and brown with bright eyes and uncombed hair, Kitty Day took her place at table, wearing an old wrapper, to the disgust of Diana who said, “Mother, why do you have to look like that in the morning?”


“Like what, dear?” Kitty was impervious to all criticism. Burden had met her during his first political campaign and in less than six months they were married. She was a born politician, only child to the most powerful Democrat in their state. She had brought Burden enough money to build a house. She had been loving and he had loved as best he could which was not much, for his days were full and often he was away from home for weeks at a time. Yet when he returned, she was always there, affectionate and gentle, and maddening for she was socially artless with no sense of the effect she made on others. Worse, she had in recent years developed a most alarming habit: she had taken to saying exactly what she thought or, more precisely, what she was thinking.


“Anyway,” said Kitty, cutting her daughter short, “the cardinal must be fed.” Crumbling toast, she crossed to the windowsill. “Good morning! You look very nice today.” She talked to the bird who pecked at her hand greedily, without fear.


Father and daughter watched this display with fascination. Kitty’s absorption in what she was doing made everything else seem idle and purposeless. When the bird was fed, it flew away. “See you tomorrow,” said Kitty as it vanished among trees. “And be careful. Stay off those high voltage wires.” She did not lapse into baby-talk or any special voice when she talked to animals. “I hate those wires,” she said to her husband in the same tone she had used to the bird. “Can’t you do something about them?”


“ The Senate is powerless,” he began, hoping to make a play on the word, “but I suppose we could put up signs. ‘Hot wire. Do not perch.’ Something like that.”


“ They don’t read,” said Kitty evenly. Then she asked her usual morning question. “What’s in the paper?”


But before he could summarise the news, Diana said, “Mother, you might at least read one paper, today of all days. Father’s going to be President, they all say so.”


“Well, that’s very nice,” said Kitty softly, turning to Burden. “Yes, that is nice, people wanting you to be the President. Perhaps I will read just one paper.” She took the nearest newspaper and held it a moment as though not certain what to do next. Then she let it rest in the butter. She turned to her husband. “Who called you just now?”


“Clay, at the office. And I had better be on my way.” Burden rose and shouted, “Henry!” There was no response because whenever Henry heard the call he would exchange his white jacket for a blue one and bring the car around.


“We must ask Clay for dinner one of these days.” Kitty spoke with her mouth full.


“He’s much too busy,” said Diana, lifting the newspaper out of the butter. “He’s very social this summer. He’s always with the Sanfords.”


“Such a nice boy. I’m sure Blaise and Frederika like him as much as we do.” Kitty slowly ate scrambled eggs. Burden had never known anyone to eat as slowly as his wife. The fork seldom got to her lips before some thought caused her to put it down again untasted. “And I can see why he would like their house better than ours. After all, Enid’s terribly attractive and rich.”


Burden did his best to stop what was coming. “ Tell us, Kitty, about the new birdhouse. When will it be ready?”


“Not for another week at least. You know how slow Henry is. Of course he’s as sly as they come, and terribly on the make, and Diana’s a perfect fool for wanting to marry him because he’ll give her nothing but trouble.”


“Mother!” Diana gave a great cry, threw down her napkin and fled.


“What’s wrong with Diana?” Kitty was genuinely concerned. With a sigh, Burden crossed to his wife and kissed her cheek, inhaling the familiar morning scent of cold cream and sleep. “Nothing, dear.” He could not resist adding, “Perhaps it was something you said.”


“I was simply telling her about Henry and the birdhouse.”


“And Clay.”


“I didn’t say anything about Clay, but just between us, she’s crazy about him.”


“Just between us?”


Kitty nodded. “I never let on I’ve noticed. I don’t think parents should. Let the children find their own way . . . up to a point, of course.”


“Do you like Clay?”


“Oh, very much! He’s such a help to you. And so good-looking. I like handsome men, you know that!”


“Naturally. You married one.” They laughed together at this old joke.


Beneath a sun like a bronze shield, the new Senate Office Building gleamed white in its setting of Capitoline green. As Burden approached the main door, several citizens of the Republic (at crucial moments he saw life as a Shakespeare play) stopped him to shake hands and he murmured his thanks in a voice less than audible but with an expression full of grace and mutual understanding.


Inside the building the guard, surprisingly, rose when he entered. “Nice day, Senator.” Better and better, he thought, as he proceeded to the mahogany door with its simple legend “Mr. Day.”


The outer office of his suite contained leather chairs, two desks, and two secretaries. Miss Perrine was young and plump, with uncontrollable hair; she was engaged to a man with a hearing aid who occasionally came to pick her up at the end of the day. Mrs. Blaine was old and in every way admirable, except for her voice. Because of a malformation of the palate, she had a tendency to honk. “ The out-of-town press is marvelous!” She patted a pile of newspapers on the chair beside her desk. “You should read the editorials.”


“I will. I will.” Pushing past the swinging door of the protective balustrade, Burden glanced absently down into the savage tangle of Miss Perrine’s hair, half expecting to see a family of birds poke their heads up to him, crying for Kitty to feed them. Then he went into his private office, one of the most desirable in the building, a tribute not only to his seniority but to his long membership in The Club. No one was ever quite sure who belonged to The Club since members denied its existence but everyone knew who did not belong. The Club was permanently closed to the outsize personality, to the firebrand tribune of the people, to the Senator running too crudely for President. Members of The Club preferred to do their work quietly and to get re-elected without fanfare. On principle they detested the President, and despite that magnate’s power to loose and to bind, The Club ruled the Senate in its own way and for its own ends, usually contrary to those of the President.


Ever since Burden first arrived in Washington, he had belonged to The Club. They had known right off that he was one of them: subtle, easygoing, able to yield gracefully when it was necessary to yield.


Though he was not yet forty when first elected, The Club took him in and showed him the machinery of power; even allowed him, occasionally, to manipulate the levers. They also saw to it that he was preferred over controversial men, and given his pick of useful committees. When rivals appeared back home, The Club did its best to see that he was able to take full credit for a dam, a road, a post office, those necessary gifts a Senator must bring back to the people to ensure their support.


Between tall windows his desk was placed, back to the view. On the wall opposite the desk hung a portrait of Jefferson. Elsewhere in the room there were gavels, plaques, signed photographs – all the usual memorabilia of a public man’s life; the only unusual decoration was a life-size bust of Cicero on a wooden pedestal.


As always when alone, Burden saluted Cicero. The two republicans shared many secrets. One of the best was that nearly everyone in the Senate Office Building thought that the bust was a portrait of William Jennings Bryan.


Burden sent for Clay. While waiting, he glanced at the mail. In the last few days of the Court battle his mail had trebled, and most of it was favorable. He delighted in the praise, even though it was almost invariably followed by a request for aid: I feed your self-esteem, Senator, now you feed me.


Clay entered, carrying newspapers, eyes bright with pleasure. “ That’s where we’re headed now.” He indicated the barrier of green which hid the White House from observers on Capitol Hill.


Burden shook his head, not wanting to tempt fate. “A lot can happen in three years,” he said, all on exhalation.


“Just keep the momentum going, and we’re in. All we have to do is keep this thing alive.”


“Keep it alive.” Burden murmured approvingly, fingers feeling for his favorite talisman: the flattened bullet removed from his father’s shoulder after the Battle of Chickamauga and kept by that sardonic and violent man as a memento of a heroic time . . . except that to his father there was nothing in that struggle but discomfort and folly, whereas his son regarded the War of the Secession as the last true moment of virtue in a falling world. For sentimentalising those days, his father had despised him. But then they had always hated one another. Now the Confederate corporal was dead and all that was left of him was this lump of metal, crumpled from having struck the now no longer living bone.


“Keep the thing alive,” Burden repeated, his forefinger gently feeling the fissures in the metal. Was it here that the flesh first felt the metal as it cut? Or here? Unbidden the furious face of his father materialized midway between Jefferson and the desk. For an instant he saw the tobacco-stained teeth, the mad gray eyes, the mottled red skin; and vivid in that incorporeal face was all his father’s contempt for him. “You joined the bastards who cut us up. You’re one of ‘em, Senator!” How he had snorted the title the last time they met, shortly after Burden’s election, shortly before the old man’s cancerous death. Burden blinked hard; the face went.


Burden sat up abruptly; energy coursed through him. He gave Clay rapid instructions. Journalists to seek out. Editors to write to. Members of Congress to see. Money to be raised. He paused a moment at the thought of money.


“ That’s the worst of it. That’s the one thing which can stop us.”


Clay shook his head. “ The fat cats love you.”


“ Today. But maybe not tomorrow. After all, no one can be conservative enough for them and . . .”


“. . . and be elected President,” Clay spoke almost too quickly. But he was right.


“And be elected President. But no one can be President . . . I can’t be President . . . without their help. That’s the problem. Well, at least we’ve got three years to raise the money . . .”


“And before then, you’ll have spoken in every state.” They planned; they plotted; they guessed; they hoped. But Burden knew that all too often political planning was nothing more than a form of mutual reassurance. The future was perfectly incalculable. Clay showed him telegrams of congratulations and invitations to speak. Mrs. Blaine interrupted them several times with news. The Supreme Court (unofficially of course) was delighted, and the Vice President would like to have a word with him if he could spare the time.


Accompanied by Clay, Burden took the elevator to the basement, where they boarded the ridiculous but useful subway car that connected the Senate Office Building to the Capitol. They rode with a new Senator and three of his constituents, who were delighted to meet Burden Day. Everyone is delighted to meet Burden Day, thought Burden Day, greeting the constituents warmly, aware that the other Senator was visibly enhanced in the eyes of his people because he was acquainted with the Defender of the Constitution. Burden made a mental note to cultivate the new man.


At the Capitol, they ascended back stairs. As always, Burden took pleasure in the subterranean corridors, which smelled of stone, harsh soap and, he was positive, woodwork burned by the British in 1814. Despite the rising heat outside, the inner depths of the Capitol remained cool all summer long.


At the level of the Senate floor, Burden avoided the tourists by slipping into the Senate washroom, a noble chamber with enormous urinals. While Clay washed his face and hands, Burden asked casually, “Can you come to the house for dinner tonight?”


Clay shook his head, face covered with soap. “I have a date.”


Burden nodded. He dreaded collision, feared rebuff. Yet it was his duty as a father to net for his child the husband she wanted, and though Diana had never actually said as much it was apparent that she was in love, and helpless.


Clay dried his face until the pink skin glowed like the face of a child who has put a flashlight in its mouth to amaze bystanders in the night with the blood’s luminosity. Yes, Clay was handsome. Burden experienced a momentary pang. He was not young, as Clay was young; not desirable, as Clay was desirable. Yet he lusted, too, and craved that response which is something more than complaisance; something more than tribute to solvency or to fame. A woman would burn at night for want of Clay. He became Diana, saw Clay as she saw him, and realized that she did not have a chance. Diana was plain to look at, shy but sharp, intelligent and good. How could she compete with softer beauties like . . .


“. . . Enid Sanford asked me. It’s at Chevy Chase. Some sort of dance for a friend of hers from New York. I said I’d go.” Clay was placating. “Enid’s a lovely girl.” Obviously, Clay preferred Enid to Diana and there was nothing he could do about it. Burden arranged his hair so that the forelock would fall gracefully across the brow. In a moment, he would be on the floor of the Senate, and the gallery would recognize him and perhaps applaud. At least that was sweet. His mood improved as he set his mask.


“. . . fascinating girl. But it’s not easy keeping up with her. That’s how I got this.” Clay touched his thickened nose regretfully. “Keeping up with her at Warrenton, riding through those damned woods in the rain and getting thrown. And how she laughed. There I was bleeding like a pig and she laughed. I could have killed her.”


Yes, thought Burden, he was hooked. “Rich girl,” observed Burden. “All that Sanford money will be mighty useful to a young man who wants to serve his country in the highest councils of the state.” Burden parodied his own somewhat ornate platform style.


Clay blushed and started toward the door. “She just wants a good time. That’s all.”


They went out into the corridor. “Well, come visit us one of these days. Diana hasn’t seen much of you since she got back.”


“I will. You know I will.”


Duty is done, thought Burden, as he crossed the corridor to the door which led into the cloakroom. Clay was to wait for him in the gallery. At a certain agreed-upon gesture (placing of left hand against cheek) Clay would come and fetch him.


Squaring shoulders, breathing deeply (and wondering why his heart was beating so erratically), Burden nodded to the huge Capitol policeman who guarded the door and stepped into the world of the Senate.


The cloakroom, narrow as a corridor, ran the length of the Senate Chamber. Here, amid lockers, black leather sofas and writing tables, the Senators of his party gossiped and politicked. When Burden made his entrance, he was given a playful ovation. A Southerner in a Prince Albert gave out a Rebel yell and waved a small Confederate banner. Two New Dealers retreated to the far end of the cloakroom and pretended to study the day’s legislation. Happy, Burden drank a glass of soda water and listened to praise.


“Best thing we’ve done in twenty years, and it’s all your doing.”


“President’s sworn to have your neck if it’s the last thing he ever does . . .”


“. . . will be the last. Old Burden’ll lick him every time . . .”


“Burden can lick the President in 1940. That’s our year.”


“Why spoil a good Senator by making a President out of him?”


Then they were joined by the other Senator from Burden’s state. Jesse Momberger was a lean man who wore hats that seemed like sombreros and built-up shoes that resembled boots. He liked to refer cryptically to famous Western outlaws, as though he knew more than he ever intended to say. “Well, pardner.” He took Burden’s hand in his own surprisingly soft one: the West had long since been won. “You’re going’ to be the President. That’s clear as a mule’s ass at noon. Now I got some advice for you . . .”


Burden smiled and listened until a pale-faced page in knickerbockers came to tell him, “ The Vice President is on the floor. He’d like a word with you, Senator.”


Burden slipped away from his admirers. At the frosted glass doors to the Senate Chamber, he paused to straighten tie, arrange hair. Then giving the swinging doors a somewhat stronger push than was necessary, he stepped onto the floor of the Senate, and was home.


Careful not to look at the gallery, Burden walked up the aisle to his seat, chin held high so that he would be recognized. He was. There was a patter of applause, quickly gaveled to silence by the chair. He took his seat and pretended to study the papers stacked in front of him. But in his excitement he could not read a word. Finally he sneaked a look at the gallery. There were several men in the press box, while the gallery itself was perhaps a third full, which was remarkable on a day when there was neither a debate nor a vote. Evidently the people had come to see him, and the Senate which had humbled the President.


Several Senators stopped to congratulate him, their gestures slightly larger than life: each aware of the hundreds of watching eyes.


Then Burden saw the Vice President. He was not in the chair but beside it, talking to a group of Senators. Burden waved to him and then, solemnly, he walked down into the well of the Chamber. The murmur from the galleries increased as the knowledgeable wondered what they would say to one another. The answer, of course, was nothing. At best, the Vice President’s style was gnomic. In any case, Burden knew that the thing not spoken in politics is invariably the essential. Today the words exchanged were amiable, and seemingly direct. Details about the Court bill’s progress in committee, nothing more. But what the exchange meant was plain to those who understood the workings of The Club. The tiny red-faced man with teeth like black pearls had allied himself with Burden Day. Power had been exerted, and as with fire on contiguous metal fragments, fusion had taken place. They were one, for the time being.


Delighted, Burden returned to the cloakroom, forgetting to signal Clay. This was better than he had hoped. With the Vice President’s support in 1940, the thing was his.


Burden made his way briskly through a crowd of tourists who stopped him from time to time with fervent praise. He was halfway to the main door when Clay joined him. “What did the Vice President say?”


“He’s with us. All the way.” They spoke then of a committee meeting to be held that afternoon. Burden would not be there. Clay was to tell the appropriate Senator to take charge. “Where will you be?”


Burden shook his head. “Invisible. I want to think. Call me at home tonight.”


Under the stone porte cochere of the Capitol, Burden waited for Henry, eyes shut against the glare. The heat was literally breathtaking. He ought to stay at the Capitol where it was cool but perversely he preferred to be alone with his triumph.


“Nice work, Senator.” The voice was pleasant; the associations not.


Burden turned as a man, slender and cool in brown gabardine, approached him. Reflexively, Burden’s right arm sprang from his side. He recalled it just in time, taking an awkward circular gesture as though exercising a shoulder. “I am waiting for my car,” said Burden irrelevantly.


“What else?” Mr. Nillson was amused, quite unaware of the effect he was making. “I saw you just now with the Vice President. He must have been pleased at what’s happened.”


Burden turned to look down the driveway for Henry and the Packard. But neither was in sight. The amiable voice continued. “In fact, everyone’s pleased with you. Did you know that the Hearst papers are going to propose you for President?”


The man was cunning, no doubt about it. Burden was unable to disguise his interest. “How do you know?”


“I never disclose sources, Senator.” Mr. Nillson grinned. “You’ll find that’s my best quality.”


Burden grunted and started to turn away again, but Mr. Nillson’s voice (was it Southern? Western?) recalled him. “But I can tell you that the Day for President campaign will begin with tomorrow’s editorial, written by the old man himself.”


“ That’s very interesting, Mr. Nillson.”


“I think you would be a remarkable President. I would certainly vote for you.”


“Mr. Nillson . . .”


“Sir?”


“Who the hell are you?”


“A friend.”


“No, you are not a friend.”


“ Then I should like to be. After all, we choose our friends because they are not like ourselves. I shall never be a great statesman, like you.” Irony, guile, truth in delicate balance. “You live a life that I might have wanted, but as there is not time for one person to be everything, I choose my friends so that through them I can be a politician, a journalist, an artist . . .”


“A criminal?”


“Yes, even a criminal.”


“But what do you do?” “I’m a businessman. Now I have spoken very directly to you, Senator. I have been completely honest.”


“Yes, you have. And do you know the penalty for bribing . . . for attempting to bribe a member of Congress?”


“Among my many friends there are lawyers.” Mr. Nillson was genuinely amused. Burden felt himself losing control again, anger beginning to rise, also bewilderment. “I know the law’s penalties. Also the world’s rewards. I wish you would think seriously about what I said to you the other day.”


“ There is nothing to think about. I don’t take . . .” Burden found himself lowering his voice automatically even though no one was within earshot, “bribes.”


“Others . . .”


“I don’t care what others do.”


“Is an investment in your career a bribe? A contribution to electing you President, is that a bribe? How do you think money is ever raised for a national campaign? Anyway, should I invest in your future, I shall demand a good deal less of you than, say, the CIO or the National Association of Manufacturers.”


“I am not for sale, Mr. Nillson.” The pomposity and hollowness of his words appalled him and he wondered desperately what had become of his celebrated gift for the single withering phrase. Speechless, he stood, head filled with copybook maxims, a portion of his brain paralyzed.


“I don’t want to buy you, Senator.” The easy voice was now as cold as his own. “I will give you the money that you need if you make it possible for me to buy what I want. That is a legitimate exchange. The word for what I propose may be strange to your ears. So I will say it to you slowly and carefully. The word is ‘business.’ “


Then Henry and the Packard arrived and Burden got in without a word. The car swung away from the starling-infested portico of the Capitol, gray as ash in the fiery noon.


“Where to, Senator?”


“Where to?” Burden recalled himself. “Cross to the Virginia side. Then we’ll see.”


Henry knew exactly where Burden wanted to go. Near Bull Run there was a field where Civil War earthworks twisted like a huge snake beneath tall grass. Here Burden liked to sit and brood about the days before his birth and wish that he had been born in time for that good war in which he might have died, like his uncle Aaron Hawkins, struck down before Atlanta at nineteen years of age, right leg shattered by a cannon ball; two days later, dead from gangrene. Thus did fate shear the balance of that boy’s life.


Burden looked out the car window and watched those few abroad in the heat as they moved slowly, trying not to sweat; and simply to watch them from the relative coolness of the car made him hot. He reached in his pocket for a handkerchief and felt heavy metal; it was the bullet that had struck his father. He had no recollection of having taken it from the office. Delicately he touched the metal and wondered, as always, which part of the bullet struck the flesh.


At Chain Bridge they crossed the Potomac, narrowed by drought. On the Virginia side the woods were dense and almost cool. He rolled down the car window, breathed deeply, shut his eyes; dozed.


“Here we are, Senator.” Burden awakened to find that they were parked in a country lane where the branches of trees met overhead, filtering green the fierce sunlight. At the end of the lane was the field where the Confederates had built their earthworks.


“Stay in the car, Henry. I won’t be long.”


The field was bright with goldenrod and Queen Anne’s lace, with sword grass that plucked at his trousers as he walked slowly to the place where two mounds of earth met at a right angle. With each step he was conscious of what lay beneath the ground, of the bones, the buttons, the belt buckles and misshapen bullets.


Burden was breathing hard when he finally reached his usual place atop the earthworks. Beneath green saplings, he took his seat upon a boulder streaked with lichen. From this perch he could survey the terrain where the first Battle of Bull Run had been fought. The seventy-sixth anniversary of that battle had occurred the day before, when he had won his own victory. The omen was good, except that of course the Confederates had then gone on to lose the war.


Across the field, pine woods broke the horizon, just as they had nearly a century before. A photograph made right after the battle showed these same woods burnt and splintered like so many matchsticks while in the foreground of the picture there lay what looked to be a pile of old clothes, until one saw a hand startlingly extended toward the sky, the sinewy brown fingers curved as though to seize a fallen rifle. Recalling that hand, Burden curved his own fingers in imitation of the dead soldier and as he did he realized suddenly that it was not for a rifle those fingers curved but for life, as though life was something literally to be seized and held. He shuddered and let his own hand fall to his lap, not wanting to know what it was the man had felt as the life left him.


Grass steamed in the sun. From damp earth, a haze rose. Weeds stirred in the hot breeze, leaves rustled, clouds of gnats moved erratically back and forth. At peace, drowsy, Burden balanced the bullet in his hand as he had done a thousand times before. Now, he told himself, he must think, plan for the future, devise a timetable extending from this very moment to that day in November of 1940 when he would be elected President. First he would talk to Blaise about money. Then he would go to William Randolph Hearst and make it perfectly clear that . . . His mind shifted stubbornly: despite the boldness of Mr. Nillson’s offer (and the assumption behind it) he had never in his life taken a bribe. At worst, he had accepted campaign money with the vague understanding that he might some day be of use to the donor, a disagreeable procedure but the way things are done in the Republic. Mr. Nillson, however, had offered a straightforward bribe, which no honest man could accept. More to the point, to deprive the Indians of their land was both cruel and dishonorable.


But what was honor? The hand that held the bullet became a hard fist The usual answer: to do what one had to do regardless of personal consequences. But in practice that sort of piety was not much help. One could not always know what it was one ought to do. If the country was best served by the Presidency of James Burden Day and that Presidency could come about only as a result of taking Mr. Nillson’s money, ought he not to take the money? After all, a defender of the Constitution who had taken a bribe was morally preferable to an unbribed President whose aim was to subvert the Republic. Then, finally, the familiar black question: What difference did any of it make? Recently he had been shown the plans for his tomb in the State Capitol. “ There will be room,” said the architect comfortably, “for four people in the crypt. Naturally, Mrs. Day will want to join you and perhaps your daughter will, too.” In time no one would know or care which dust was Bill, which dust was Joe.


Half asleep in the sun, Burden once more reviewed the exchange in front of the Capitol and wondered again how Mr. Nillson could have been so certain that his victim would not bring charges against him. The only possible explanation was that the man Nillson was a born tempter, a bold provocateur whose instinct told him, rightly, that it was not in Burden’s nature to make a fuss.


Had other Senators been approached? This was worth opening eyes to contemplate. But the sunlight blinded him and he quickly shut his eyes, returning to the dark rose night of his own blood. Senators seldom discussed such things. He recalled the embarrassment that they had all felt when a famous but poor member of The Club had died and his widow discovered eight hundred thousand dollars in currency in a safety deposit box. “Well,” Burden had said to a colleague when this was mentioned over bean soup in the Senate dining room. “Well,” the colleague had replied. Some did; some did not. He did not. He would not.


Burden opened his eyes just as a man came out of the woods carrying a long rifle. He was obviously a hunter who might at any moment decide that Burden, viewed from a distance, was a raccoon or a fox or whatever was then being shot in Virginia. To prevent an accident, Burden waved to the man who leaped back and took refuge behind a stump. Burden was alarmed. “Runaway Convict” made black headlines in his mind. But then Henry was nearby; and the man was more frightened than he. Burden waved again, smiling and nodding to show that he meant no harm.


Cautiously, the man approached. At the foot of the earthworks he stopped. “Where you from?” he asked. The accent was Carolinian and comforting to his ear. The man was young, dirty and bearded, with long hair that fell across his forehead in a wide tangle.


Burden said that he lived in Washington; the boy frowned. “ Then you oughtn’t to be here, sir.” The manner was curiously grave.


“Why not?”


The youth was now so close that Burden could smell the sweat of his body, could examine close-to the curious costume he wore: shapeless jacket, torn trousers, boots with slits between sole and shoe through which black toes showed. He wondered if he would have the strength to call for Henry.


The boy held the rifle across his chest as though presenting arms. He grinned down at Burden. “Now you know why, sir. Don’t make out you don’t.” He jerked his head toward the pine woods where he had come from and Burden saw that suddenly the woods were aflame. White smoke hid the sun. The sky was lurid. He tried to get to his feet but the man’s body was in his way and he did not dare to touch him or ask him to move for fear of the long rifle he held.


Burden sat back against the boulder. “But there’s fire,” he said weakly. “ The woods are on fire.”


“ ’Course there’s fire.”


Burden shrank back, trying not to breathe, not to smell the other’s sweat, to avoid the oddly intimate look in the bright bloodshot eyes. “Let me up,” Burden whispered. “Let me go.”


But the boy did not stir. Bearded lips grinned down at Burden who lay helpless on the ground, unable to move. Then suddenly the youth extended a sinewy brown hand in whose familiar curve Burden saw death remembered and death to come. He screamed and awakened just in time to keep from rolling down the earthworks to the stony field below. For a moment, he sprawled on the ground, heart beating wildly. Then carefully he touched grass, earth, stone, to make sure that he was still alive.


“You all right, Senator?” Henry stood at the edge of the field, like a black scarecrow.


“Yes, Henry!” He was surprised at the vigor of his own voice. Then he got up as rapidly as aging muscles would allow. “I’ll be right with you. Go on back to the car.”


When Henry was out of sight, Burden sat on the boulder and waited until his heart regained its usual slow beat. Apprehensively he looked across the field, half expecting to see the smoke and flame of that famous burning day. But the woods were green. There was no fire. It had all been a part of the mind’s theatre, without significance. Yet the face of the Confederate soldier had been familiar: but then the face of death would hardly be that of a total stranger and it was indeed his own death that had raised the rifle against him. Shuddering at the nearness of his escape, he rose to go. As he did, he noticed, gleaming dully in the grass, the bullet which had struck his father. Stooping down, he dug a hole in the ground with his fingers. Then he placed the bullet in the hole and covered it up. Pleased at what he had done, he began the descent of the earthworks and the crossing of the field.
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“Yes, sir, I’ll check on him first thing tomorrow.” Clay Overbury sat at the Senator’s desk. “Why are you interested? I mean is there anything special you want me to look for?” Senator Day’s voice grew somewhat indistinct.


Clay, holding the receiver between shoulder and cheek, lit a cigarette. “I see,” he said, realizing that either he had missed something or nothing had been told him. Then the Senator gave orders with his usual clarity and, as always, Clay marveled at how the old man could keep so many things straight in his mind. He forgot nothing, unlike Clay, who was forced to make notes.


“Do you believe in dreams?” The Senator asked this question in precisely the same tone of voice he had used to give instructions for the next day’s press conference.


Clay was taken aback. “Dreams?” he repeated. The Senator chuckled, a thin mocking sound in the receiver. “Neither do I,” he said. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


“Yes, sir. Oh . . . and tell Diana I’ll call her tomorrow, if you would, sir.” The Senator said that he would and hung up.


Clay rang Miss Perrine in the outer office and asked her to bring him Who’s Who in America. Then he sat back in the chair. The day was almost over. With a sigh he unbuttoned his shirt; he hoped the evening would be cool. Opposite him a last ray of sun illuminated Cicero’s tragic mouth. He must read Cicero one day; to please the Senator.


Miss Perrine entered, pushed at her mass of hair to make it form a symmetrical frame to her pretty face, and failed. She gave him the large red book and waited while he looked up Nillson, Edgar Carl, b. 1881, Havre de Grace, Md.; m. Lucy Wavell 1921 (divorced 1932). No degrees listed. Directorships in a number of corporations: land development, gas, oil. Membership in one of the best of the New York clubs. That was interesting. Residence: 1106 Fifth Av., New York City. He gave Miss Perrine the book. “Check on each of these companies, will you? Ask Commerce if you need any help. Also, check with Dun & Bradstreet. Senator needs it tomorrow.”


“Yes, sir.” She gave him a sidelong glance which he did not acknowledge. On dangerously high heels, she tottered from the room.


In the waning light, Clay walked through the garden of the Capitol, among trees neatly tagged with their Latin names. The air was still. The furnace of the Washington day was shutting down. As Clay passed an elderly Senator, he wished him good evening, tactfully supplying his own name. The old man flashed him a smile, grateful for the identification.


At the foot of Capitol Hill he hailed a taxicab. The driver was a compulsive talker who did not in the least mind that Clay was not a listener, particularly when the subject was “niggers,” a Washington obsession. Apparently, they were flowing into the city from the South, and as a result the streets were no longer safe to walk in.


The taxicab stopped before a restaurant on Connecticut Avenue above which, in four apartments, Clay and three other bachelors lived. The rent was low, and the location convenient: the Mayflower Hotel, where the movers and shakers met, was only a minute’s walk away.


Clay seldom saw his neighbors but relations were pleasant. They were all rising men, and Clay did his best to get along with them. Early on, he had observed that most ambitious young men tend to gravitate to those who already have power; and though this was natural and necessary, too often in the process they neglected those who did not have power – like themselves – but some day would. Clay liked to think of himself as one who planned ahead. But in actual fact, he merely existed from day to day, waiting for a door to open. Meanwhile, he spun himself a wide web of relationships, just in case.


Clay’s apartment was a single furnished room with a double window overlooking Connecticut Avenue, a wide thoroughfare whose trees and low buildings made it seem more like the main street of some small town than a principal avenue of a national capital. Clay had never got over his first surprise at discovering that Washington was not a city but a town. Except for the huge and pretentious government buildings, the streets were pleasantly familiar even to a provincial’s eye. In fact, the capital of his own state seemed to him in many ways more of a city than Washington with its slow Southern ways.


Clay let his trousers drop in the center of the room, hung his undershirt over a broken standing lamp which already supported a pajama top, kicked his shoes into a dark corner, stepped on the toes of his socks and pulled them off without once bending over, and kicked his drawers accurately in a high arc so that they landed on the knob of the bathroom door, from which they hung like a green and white striped banner. Then he allowed himself to fall, straight as felled timber, onto the unmade studio couch. A small breeze dried the moist flesh until his skin felt as if it were made of warm dry parchment that would tear if he moved. He did not move. The eye which was pressed into the pillow made everything look slightly double-exposed. For a moment he slept with eyes open.


A soft rapping at the door awakened him. Without dressing, he crossed to the door and opened it an inch, expecting to see one of the bachelors. Instead, he saw Miss Perrine, very nervous and bright-eyed.


“Oh,” he said without enthusiasm. “Dolly.”


“I was just in the neighborhood. I’m meeting Munson at the Continental, it’s just a block from here, at eight, and I thought . . .”


He opened the door wide and ended her rattle. “Come on in,” he said. “I was just thinking about you.” She gasped when she saw that he wore no clothes.


“You’ll catch your death,” she said blushing but not retreating. He shut and locked the door behind her.


“In this heat? Come on, and get out of those hot clothes.” He kissed her. She responded by biting his lower lip with tiny sharp teeth. He grumbled at the pain. Somewhere Dolly Perrine had read that to bite means Passion. Clay had tried, without success, to disabuse her of this notion on the several occasions she had visited him, usually just before she was to meet Munson, her fiancé, who had a punctured eardrum and worked at the Mint. She was going to marry Munson because he was kind and considerate and steady; on the other hand, she could not get enough of Clay, who had casually taken her to bed the first week she had come to work for the Senator. At first she had tried to be sentimental but he would have none of it. He told her plainly that she was a big girl who did what she did because she wanted to and not because he had, with guile and promises, seduced her from virtue. “ There’s nothing in it. Nothing except fun.”


“No love?” she had whispered, her face covered by the tangle of hair. He had replied with a hard expletive, and she had wept a little; but since he was a good lawyer, he had misrepresented nothing. He believed that each party to an agreement must fully understand his responsibilities. He also disliked telling lies, could not bear scenes, despised emotional excess. He liked neutrality and pleasure. Dolly Perrine gave pleasure. As for neutrality, he saw to it that her thoughts never strayed too far from the central idea of Munson and the Mint and the little house that they were going to buy on Vermont Avenue.


“What a mess,” she said, looking about the room with the eye of the housewife she would be once her long engagement had ended and, from the chrysalis of a five-year courtship, she and Munson would together emerge into the world as a single great domestic moth.


“It’s just me,” said Clay, pouring a stiff shot of bourbon into a dusty glass. He seldom drank himself but he knew that whisky and Dolly went well together. With each drink she would become increasingly happy and useful in the act of love. And it was love, of course, though not in the way she had been taught to think of that grand passion: two superb faces projected thirty times life-size on a movie screen, offering to share with one another every thought, every dream that a pair of thirty times life-size brains could conjure up. Clay’s love was for the flesh, no more. Also, the conquest was important. He could not have enough victories over women and, indirectly, over the men who did love them. Each time he took Dolly, he conquered Munson too.


Clay watched her as she undressed, a slow process involving many buttons, hooks and zippers. He enjoyed the metamorphosis between women clothed and woman nude. Clothed, she was armored and disguised, with legs lengthened by high heels, hips and breasts diminished by elastic. Naked what had been tall and slender suddenly became short and solid and one realized not only how small she was but how powerfully she was put together, unbreakable, made of earth. Compared to woman, man was a fragile nervous instrument all fire and air, no match for earth and water. Complaining about how light the room was and why didn’t he ever draw the drapes, Dolly Perrine came to bed with him and they mixed the four elements for half an hour.


When Clay came out of the shower, Dolly was already half hooked and buttoned into her armor. Grinning happily, all tension gone, Clay pushed aside the disastrous hair and kissed the round mouth.


“What are you smiling at?” Dolly backed away suspiciously. “What’s so funny?”


Like most women Clay knew, she was wary of humor on the no doubt legitimate ground that sooner or later the joke would be on her. Seeing the bewildered and suspicious face, Clay knew a moment of tenderness, something he seldom experienced in the sexual act. He kissed the tangled hair which was now inexorably making its way across her face, hairpins springing from the twisted depths like arrows fired by frightened forest dwellers.


“Nothing’s funny. Everything’s serious. I’ve got to get dressed. And you must put yourself in the mood for Munson.” He pulled on a dress shirt.


Dolly stepped into shoes with long spike heels and said, “I don’t understand you, Clay.”


“I’m simple.” He tied his black tie in the duststreaked mirror.


Viciously, hopelessly, Dolly attacked her hair with a comb. “Not really. In the office you’re so free and easy and on the make but when I’m here . . .”


“On the make with girls?” Clay was sharp. He wanted to know exactly how he seemed to others.


“No. Senators.” She got this out just as the central bang slid back over one eye, giving her a rakish look.


Clay did not allow himself to scowl. “ That’s what they pay me for. They put an ad in the papers: energetic young lawyer on the make to go to Washington to charm senators, small salary, large prospects.” He adjusted the white double-breasted evening jacket, hoping the worn shirt cuffs would not be noticed.


“I still think it’s better for you back home, better for anybody.” This was Dolly’s favorite theme. Washington was Versailles, glittering and corrupt, transforming simple yeomen into dandies and worse. Forlornly, she put away her mirror; the hair had won.
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