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GORE VIDAL wrote his first novel, Williwaw (1946), at the age of nineteen while overseas in World War II. During four decades as a writer, Vidal

wrote novels, plays, short stories, and essays. He was also a political activist. As a Democratic candidate for Congress from upstate New York, he received the most votes of any Democrat in a half-century. From 1970 to 1972 he was co-chairman of the People’s Party. In California’s 1982 Democratic primary for U.S. Senate, he polled a half-million votes, and came in second in a field of nine.


In 1948 Vidal wrote the highly praised international bestseller The City and the Pillar. This was followed by The Judgment of Paris and the prophetic Messiah. In the fifties Vidal wrote plays for live television and films for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. One of the television plays became the successful Broadway play Visit to a Small Planet  (1957). For the theatre he wrote the prize-winning hit The Best Man (1960). In 1964 Vidal returned to novel-writing with Julian, the story of the apostate Roman emperor. Vidal told the history of the United States as experienced by one family and its connections in what Gabriel García Márquez has called “Gore Vidal’s magnificent series of historical novels or novelized histories.” They are, in chronological order, Burr, Lincoln, 1876, Empire, Hollywood, Washington, D.C. and The Golden Age.


During the same period, Vidal invented a series of satiric comedies – Myra Breckinridge, Myron, Kalki, Duluth. “Vidal’s development . . . along that line from Myra Breckinridge to Duluth is crowned with success,” wrote Italo Calvino in La Repúbblica (Rome).To this list Vidal added the highly praised – and controversial – Live from Golgotha in 1992. Palimpsest, his highly acclaimed memoir, was published in 1995 and a sequel, Point to Point Navigation was published in 2006.




Vidal also published several volumes of essays. When the National Book Critics Circle presented him with an award (1982), the citation read: “The American tradition of independent and curious learning is kept alive in the wit and great expressiveness of Gore Vidal’s criticism.” In 1993, he won the National Book Award for United States: Essays

1952–1992. Vidal also co-starred with Tim Robbins in the movie Bob Roberts.


Gore Vidal died in 2012 at the age of eighty-six.
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THREE STRATAGEMS


I


I ARRIVED in Key West a few days ago with enough money to last me a week. I seldom need more than a week, although this time I have gone more slowly than usual, with a greater attention to detail, ignoring the young, concentrating my attention on the older men, the ones with loose, dimpled figures and bad teeth. Watching these men, talking to them, I find it hard to believe that in other days they had made fortunes, created families and often as not done noble deeds, for with us they have neither shame nor virtue. Naturally it has occurred to me that they might be wise and still not care and then again there’s the possibility that they enjoy their own degradation; if that’s true, I pity them, and the game’s more sinister than one might at first suppose.


The beach at Key West begins at the south end of the main street and continues for a hundred yards or so, edged by palm trees and beach houses and ending, finally, in a pink cement building, a restaurant with an outdoor terrace. On the beach, near this terrace, I met Mr. Royal my first day.


The sky was a startling, unclouded blue, and a warm south wind rattled the fronds of the palm trees. The day was brilliant, and for a moment I was sad and wanted to go and hide from the sun, from the white-framed image of the sea – associations all of childhood, of that contented season of sand forts and seaweed and pink shells. Every summer of my childhood was spent upon a similar beach with my family; a family which has since broken up: some dead, some married and others, myself among them, gone into exile in the foreign cities. . . .


“I see you haven’t been here long.” His voice was pleasant, yet with a suggestion, oh, just the faintest suggestion, of something else. I was immediately alert. I told him I’d only just arrived, and he introduced himself. He told me he was George Royal, and he insisted too quickly that I call him George; so far I haven’t. I told him my name was Michael.


“Could tell you haven’t been here very long,” he continued, and we talked about the whiteness of my skin until at last he asked me if I’d ever been an athlete (that traditional question both wistful and vicious), and of course I said, yes. I told him I’d played football at Princeton, which was not true: I went to Princeton for one year, but I played no games; the lie impressed him, however. “Let’s have a drink,” he said.


Together we crossed the hot white beach, picking our way between gaudily-striped umbrellas, crumpled towels, bottles of lotion and empty beer-cans, all reminiscent once again of my childhood. Reminiscent and yet, in one particular, different: the people have changed; they have become hostile or at best they are dangerously impersonal. I realize, certainly, that perhaps I am so changed that I see them now as they really are, as they were all along . . . though of course it’s always possible that what I first saw as a child was the reality and what I see now a private distortion, but one way or the other I see what I see: hostility and danger. I know that my attitude is extreme, that there are some innocuous people in the world and, more important, there are many fools and for that happy abundance at least I give thanks.


The fools were in possession of the beach today. They sat watchfully beneath umbrellas, admiring the cold and radiant angels who could, they believed, exorcize the graceless shadows of the years and with firm flesh re-create youth and the sense of permanency, or its illusion. I suppose by now I know the hearts of the fools almost as well as I know my own and sometimes I am frightened when I watch their sad courtship of the treacherous angels, for I see in them my own eventual fall from beloved angel to deluded monster. I too shall be old. I shuddered as I stepped over the ruined towers of a sand-castle: yes, the beach was changed; I wonder, will it change again one day?


In a mood of odd unreality, I followed the wide, sundarkened figure of Mr. Royal to the cement terrace where, at tables, beneath umbrellas, men and women in bathingsuits sat in the vivid light and drank rum. In the bar, a jukebox played loudly and I am sure that no one heard what I could hear behind the music, the soft noise of the tide going out.


These people were well-to-do. Most of them were middle-aged and I thought that the men and women, except for the one obvious difference, looked exactly alike: wide hipped, sagging breasts, thin arms and legs, blue-veined and weak. But the women wore paint and moved with more assurance. They laughed, drank heavily, told dirty jokes, gambled and all in all endured the bright days gallantly. The men did not. They were quieter, more watchful; they were waiting.


Mr. Royal was looking at me expectantly. We had stopped walking and he had asked me a question which I’d not heard. Since we were standing beside an empty table, I made a guess, nodded and smiled and, having guessed correctly, we sat down. He ordered rum for both of us.


“I come down here every year,” said Mr. Royal, rubbing his small brown hands together: a yellow diamond glittered, a spray of bright sparks, of sunlight shattered. I looked away. He folded his hands and continued talking, looking over my shoulder at a party of sailors who had just arrived on the beach and were pulling off their clothes with shouts and giggles, like schoolgirls on an outing. I don’t like sailors very much, not because they are, in a sense, competitors, but because their lack of direction, of a considered plan, their fundamental irresponsibility, tend to make them unsatisfactory playmates and, if taken seriously, they are often downright dangerous, in other words, they waste their beauty and their advantages.


I have often thought half-seriously that when I am old and hors de combat, I should like to start some sort of school for young men, a school where I would teach them how to make the most of certain situations which otherwise, due to inexperience and vanity, they badly mismanage. They are usually too truculent, too unbending. But then I suppose that if one of them had sense enough to come to me for lessons he’d be quite clever enough to conduct his own affairs without advice.


“The main business is in Newton but I have another store in Belmont,” said Mr. Royal, his eyes coming to focus on me again as he made this point.


“That sounds pretty interesting,” I said. At first one shouldn’t talk too much, for talk reveals character and unless one is simple and artless and appealingly boyish, it’s best not to talk at all, to remain silent and smiling, enigmatic, waiting for the proper moment to assume the character of the other’s dream. It takes a good deal of experience and intuition to do this, for, to be successful, one must have some native power of divination to begin with, an ability to identify oneself correctly without engagement; it’s not easy.


As Mr. Royal talked, I kept my eyes on the sea beyond him; I watched the solemn variations of gulls against blue and, as I did, I remembered that I’d seen no birds on this island and I wondered why there were none. Had they all been blown away by some hurricane? Or had there never been birds here? I watched the gulls and listened carefully, awaiting some sign, some omen. I have been cheated several times at the last minute, undergoing a singular martyrdom which, unlike the classic ones, persists without hope of relief and has, on more than one occasion, wrecked my plans. I have a feeling, however, that this time everything will go well; I’ve proceeded slowly and I am sure of Mr. Royal, if not of myself, for I suffer from the disease of visionaries without, sad to say, the compensating vision.


“I used to have a cottage here when Mrs. Royal was alive, but when she died I sold it and now I just take a few rooms at the Casa Rosada. You know it, don’t you? Nice place. I like the manager, an old friend of mine.”


Three points: Mrs. Royal, her death, the rooms at the Casa Rosada . . . no, four points: the friendly manager. The fourth point gave meaning to the other three.


I looked at Mr. Royal. His eyes, I noticed, were dark and oriental-looking with black, shiny irises set in yellow whites and, about the irises, pale circles like rings of smoke indicated age.


“I walked by there this morning, on my way to the beach,” I said.


“But you haven’t been inside?”


“No, like I said I only got here today.”


“That’s right. You’ve only just arrived.”


“I haven’t looked about yet.” I took a swallow of the rum. The sun was hot and there was no wind. I was uncomfortable and I wished I was in the green water swimming, or back in my room. Mr. Royal asked me where I was staying. He nodded when I told him.


“A nice place,” he said, implying he knew a thing or two about nice places. “But you really ought to stay at the Casa Rosada; that’s the only place to stay in this town, the only place.”


I gestured and grinned, demonstrating without words that I could not afford an expensive hotel but that, even so, it made little difference to me, to one well-born. He was most tactful; he smiled shyly, showing a set of pretty white teeth with well-defined gums, pink and translucent; a fleck of tobacco on an incisor gave a certain authenticity to this cunning but rather formal craftsmanship.


Before we could speak further, more frankly, a man with long blond-silver hair came over to our table. “Hello, George,” he said. His body was thin; through sun-burned skin the rib-cage showed, like an emaciated Christus carved with morbid detail in some Bavarian forest while, beneath the taut skin of his chest, pulled drum-tight over the bones, I could see the regular twitchings of his heart.


“Sit down, sit down,” said Mr. Royal. “Haven’t seen you anywhere today. How’d you make out last night? Here, meet my friend. He’s a Princeton boy, just down from college, on vacation. He’s a football player, too.” And so I was introduced to Joe.


“I did pretty well,” said Joe, glancing at me curiously. “I’m tired today.” His face was so tanned I could not tell if he were young or not, sick or well.


“Joe here is a painter,” said Mr. Royal, drawing us together with a puppeteer’s authority.


“I’m tired,” repeated Joe, blinking in the light. I noticed that his lips were tembling. “Could I have a drink?” More rum was brought. I had now begun to sweat and felt better. I’d had no breakfast and the rum was having a familiar, a pleasant effect.


“I wanted to paint this morning,” said Joe.


“Why didn’t you?” asked Mr. Royal, looking at the beach, his attention wandering: two boys were wrestling nearby. He blinked several times and then, before Joe could answer, he stood up vaguely and said: “I’ll be right back, got to make a phone call.”


“How long’ve you known him?” asked Joe, watching Mr. Royal’s distracted progress across the terrace.


“I only got in town today. I met him today.”


White upon dark brown, his eyebrows curved. “Good work,” said Joe, grinning. His face gleamed with sweat and his lips no longer trembled.


“What do you mean?”


“How do you like him?”


“I just met him. He seems all right.”


“One store is in Belmont and the other is in Newton.”


“Then you know everything. Have you met Hilda yet? No? Well, she is the other one. I got to get another drink. Be right back.”


“Yes, I know.”


Joe had been gone only a moment when Mr. Royal returned.


“Pleasant fellow, Joe, I like him . . . but then I like everybody. I never saw a man I didn’t like,” said Mr. Royal.


“That’s a good way to be.” I suppose during the last few years I’ve learned every neutral, every non-committal remark there is.


“I think so. Life’s too short, you know, and then there is a really swell group down here. You’ll meet them all . . . kind of free-living, of course, if you get what I mean. Anything goes . . . that sort of thing. I hope you don’t mind . . . that sort of thing, I mean.”


“I don’t mind anything,” I said, unfurling suddenly like a Jolly Roger, declaring bravely my own intended piracy in these rich waters. He was noticeably pleased, ready to be boarded and scuttled.


“You’re so wise,” he exclaimed admiringly. “Life’s too short not to enjoy every minute of it,” He paused. “By the way, why don’t you drop by the Casa Rosada this evening and have dinner with me? Might be fun and . . .” His voice became an incoherent blur of cosy, ingenuous good fellowship.


“I think I can,” I said slowly. I looked up and saw Joe approaching us.


“Ah,” said Joe, sitting down. “Wrestlers!” We all looked at the two young sailors wrestling on the beach, their white bodies streaked with red where the sand had burned them. “Do you like to wrestle?” asked Joe, turning to me. I said no, and Mr. Royal, impervious to malice, repeated that I was a football player. “I can see that,” said Joe, playing with two straws. He was going to say more when I asked Mr. Royal why there were no birds on this island, except for a few pelicans and the gulls out to sea.


II


I have always preferred the Casa Rosada to the other hotels in Florida, or anywhere, for that matter, simply because it’s the best hotel in Key West and Key West remains my favourite place in all the world. I came here for the first time the winter before I was married. Until then I had always gone to Daytona Beach but, on the advice of a close friend, I came on down and I must say it was worth it. Fortunately’ my wife liked it too, and until she died we spent every winter here. The island of course was much different in those days. There were fewer Cubans, for one thing, and the palm trees, as I remember, were straighter, unbent by hurricanes.


Shortly after the war, Mrs. Royal died in our house. I sold it immediately afterwards. I can’t think, offhand, of a better place to die: a clear day with a south wind and the sun shining – what could be better? But of course she was in pain and that’s always terrible. It must be a frightful sensation to know that one will not recover, that the pain will go on worsening until at last, like falling from some great height, one dies. I should live twenty more years, at least, barring accidents: touch wood. In any case if the fear should become unbearable I can always take up Christian Science or something like that. The worst thing of all, of course, is the realization that one will never be young again, like Michael. I can no longer remember what it was like to wake up in the morning without a burning sensation below my heart, without aching joints; although having all my teeth pulled did help the arthritis. I am sure he noticed them on the beach today. He looked rather closely at me once but then I imagine that everyone sees they are false. I suppose I’ll get used to them in time.


While I dressed that first night I wondered if he would be on time, if he would come at all. My hands trembled as I tied my tie, a dark red one, very discreet, not loud at all, for I knew, instinctively, that he was special, not like the rest of the trade around here. I also made up my mind not to be too hearty. With him I would be subdued but responsive, moving slowly and with careful gestures, rather as though I were dealing with a strange dog, the kind that doesn’t bark. We all have, I suppose, a certain ideal, a ghost we’ve dreamed of but never met. From the beginning Michael corresponded to that inner dream of mine.


As I went down in the elevator at five-thirty, half an hour early (there was just a chance he might already have arrived and gone to the bar), I reminded myself that I was, after all, a man of the world and that there was no reason to be too impressed by this young man. But I was. I could not help it.


I have always enjoyed the terrace of the Casa Rosada. The view of the sea beyond the palms is first-rate in the early evening. Behind me the lights of the hotel were being turned on and white-coated waiters moved up and down the brick terrace, attending to the guests who sat about, drinking quietly. And there it was above the palms like a bead of silver: star bright star light, first star I’ve seen tonight . . . oh, the same thing, the same wish, always the same thing.


“Shall I bring you something, sir?”


“Yes, a martini. I’ll have it here.” I sat down at a table. Michael had not arrived yet: I could see the bar through an open french window and there was no one there. Everyone was outside in the cool air. I was wondering if perhaps he’d left a message for me at the desk when I was diverted by the arrival of Joe and Hilda.


“Hi, George, I’m dog-tired. Do you mind if we sit down? I’ve been all over town with Joe, pub-crawling. We can’t do things like that at our age, can we?”


Hilda is sixty-five. At thirty-five she became a widow and at thirty-seven she made a fortune on Wall Street; as far as I know she still has every penny she ever made, for she seldom picks up a check except of course when she is with one of her court of extremely sissy young men; they are transients for the most part and so much alike they seem interchangeable. Joe has been a figure at court for some time now.


While Hilda talked of her day I gave orders to the waiter, smiled at Joe and looked at my watch: it was five forty-five. Fifteen minutes to go. I concentrated on Hilda. She wore bright colours tonight, yellow and green, and her hard dark face glowed. She looked like one of the more bitter of the Old Testament prophets. I have known her for twenty years and, until my wife died, we were most discreet with one another; since then, however, we’ve let our hair down, as the saying does, and the hairpins flew in all directions when we did. As I suspected, she had known everything for some time and I, certainly, had always known of her own activities, for, by a not unusual though sad coincidence, our interests often overlapped and we were, and are, more rivals then friends, more enemies than allies. Nevertheless, I feel a kind of affection for her. We have survived the same wars and we have known the same years and when we look at one another we alone can see the true face behind the wrinkles, the firm line of the jaw beneath loose skin.


“And Joe thinks he’s terribly attractive. What’s his name?”


Whose name? Five minutes to six. “Michael. He’s from Princeton.”


“Watch out! There’s always something wrong when they pull that college business. It means they’re out for big game.”


“And you think I’m in season?”
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