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Young men want to be faithful, and are not; old men want to be faithless, and cannot: that is all one can say.


—Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray










One


Of all places, the East Village. Miles from the Upper East Side, and there she was, sauntering down Avenue A in a linen skirt and black blouse. The Nina Ricci sunglasses clamped on like aviator’s goggles, the carriage nowhere more equestrian than when she stepped over the snoring, splayed drag queen. Was she coming or going? Catching a flick at the Hollywood Theatre or meeting a friend at Old Buenos Aires? There was no way of asking, with the gentleman-thug from the Secret Service following ten feet behind. I could have damned the torpedoes, I suppose, but I’m embarrassed to say that at the sight of her I did what every other New Yorker does. Stopped and gawked. As if she were some golden hind, yes, trotting out of a glade.


Imagine my frustration. Some six years have passed since I last gazed on her—her, I mean, and not her immaculate Christmas cards—so it was startling to have the universe, after all this time, grant me such a clear angle on her—and, in the next breath, withdraw it. One second, I mean, she was coming straight at me. The next, she was turning the corner at East Sixth, her shoulder bag swinging after her.


Now it’s certainly possible that, before she made the turn, she caught sight of me. It’s also possible that, even if she saw me—and this is the scenario that haunts me a little, a few hours after our crossing—she didn’t know me.


I bring that up because I don’t cut the same figure I used to. Since we last laid eyes on each other, I’ve become a stouter specimen, slower. The lungs whistle, the hair’s longer. I’ve watched friends of long standing pass me in the street without a second glance, and in my mind now, I imagine myself somehow slipping past the Secret Service goon and stealing up to that sunglassed figure and murmuring in her ear. “It’s Lem,” I would say.


And Jackie, having failed until now to connect the spectacle before her with the man she used to know, would hear my voice, climbing always higher than I mean it to, and would call up every inch of her breeding and say something like, “How perfectly lovely to see you.”


The thing is it would have been lovely. No bean counting about all the times she could have seen me. Just the two of us, leaning in like old conspirators, the years laughed away. “Do you remember,” I’d say, “listening to Margaret Truman? And getting stuck on the Ferris wheel? Watching J. Edgar Hoover eat?” Such a pure back-and-forth that the bodyguard would instantly relax his grip on the hip holster and let us carry on untroubled down East Sixth—hell, all the way back uptown, that’s how much catching up we’d have had to do, Jackie and me.


And really, if I had gone to all the trouble of approaching her, if I had risked the full hail of Secret Service bullets, I wouldn’t have squandered the moment by asking her something as banal as How are you? I mean, there are whole news organizations dedicated to exploring that question. Photographers have been legally enjoined from pressing it too hard. Maybe all I would have said was “I’m sorry.”


Now that’s odd. In conjuring this scenario, I wouldn’t necessarily have guessed the words that would come tumbling from my mouth.


Also unexpected: that I should have had to go all the way down to the East Village to catch sight of the great Jackie Ohhh. I mean, she lives no more than three minutes away from me by foot. Several friends have reported seeing her jogging, escorted, around the Central Park Reservoir. More times than I can recall, I’ve walked Ptolly past 1040 Fifth and silently counted up to the fifteenth floor. If it’s morning—say, seven-thirty or eight—I might imagine her greeting the day. (For, of course, she’s back to paid employment.) The ablutions. The hair piled in its Amazonian helmet. Shoulder pads, belted dress, and then, perhaps in the very moment of sallying through the lobby, the Nina Riccis clapped on. The whole Onassis carapace that the world is already expecting, the one it thinks it knows.


Only it doesn’t know how she got there.


But I do. I was along for the ride.


And maybe the reason I couldn’t go up to that armatured creature on Avenue A was because she bears only a passing relation to the Jackie I once knew. The scrapping career girl, I mean, with the homemade clothes and the ladders in her stockings and the childlike sense of the ridiculous. The girl whose skin broke out every so often, who doubted herself at every turn, who wasn’t even sure she wanted to marry at all—certainly not the kind of man she was supposed to marry. The Jackie nobody else knew but me, really, and the Jackie who can no longer be.


It shouldn’t be too hard to recollect her. I am by nature an archivist and have assembled comprehensive scrapbooks of all my friends’ lives. News clippings, magazines articles, letters, telegrams, menus, leaflets, ticker tape, parking tickets, they’re all here, ready to jar loose every associated memory. It shouldn’t be too hard at all. The only hard part will be finding myself in the mix.


For, of course, I was there too. Some version. Which, in this moment, feels like it wants to be known, too, no matter the reckoning. Words were said, deeds were done, and they can’t be called back, but they can be heard again in a new light.


And I ask myself: Do I really have any better use for my remaining hours? There are only so many books to read, episodes of Magnum, P.I. to watch. Only so many Kennedy relations requiring a guest room or a vomitorium. Only so many times you can read your own will and wonder if you’ve got it right.


Times Square is a terror, Central Park a savanna. The buses and subways are in the crapper. Our current president is a former Warner Brothers actor, and everyone in America is waiting for a giant panda in the National Zoo to get knocked up. All in all, it might be just the time to leave 1981 behind—a lark, even, to travel back to the passenger seat of Jack’s Ford Crestline, and reintroduce myself to the fellow who’s sitting there.


It’s the weekend before St. Patrick’s Day, 1952, and there’s still a late-winter nip in the Virginia air, but Jack always keeps the top down because, by age thirty-four, he knows how dashing his hair looks in high wind. We’re due at Bobby and Ethel’s that night, but Jack instead cuts across Chain Bridge. I shoot him a look, and he says—imagine the offhandedness—that we have an additional passenger.


“Oh, yes?” I say. “And who should that be?”


“A Miss Bouvier.”


Mind you, there’s nothing in that honorific Miss to signify a lady of distinction. He refers to virtually all his girls that way. She might be a cashier at the Montelle Pharmacy or Finland’s deputy chief of mission, and you won’t know until you’ve pulled up in front of her apartment building and seen her tottering through the front gate, a blonde in a crew-neck cardigan or a brunette in a bullet bra, and it’s always the latter who raises her hand for you to kiss and the former who comes at you straight on like an encyclopedia salesman, and whoever it is remains “Miss” in our conversation until such time as the business is consummated, at which point she devolves into her component parts.


There is nothing, in short, about a “Miss Bouvier” to separate her from her predecessors. Were I to search his face—his soul—down to the most granular level, I would find no clue, for there is perhaps none to find. Miss Bouvier is a destination. And now that we’ve crossed into Virginia, the only thing left to figure out is where she might live. Clarendon? Cherrydale? A group home in Fort Myer, maybe. But we speed past all those destinations before steering up Old Dominion Drive. Nature rushes forth, and the car dealers and the Hot Shoppes fall away before dogwoods and tulip trees, tatters of forsythia.


“Have you known her long?” I ask.


“Not so very.”


“Define not so.”


“A year. Off and on.”


“More off or more on?”


“More off.”


“Young or old?”


“Young.”


“Dewy?”


“Engaged,” he says. “Or was.”


I glance at him. “To you?”


“Don’t be disgusting.”


“Will we be chauffeuring her fiancé, too?”


“We’d have to drive clear to New York for that. I understand he’s not worth it.”


By now, my glasses are fairly crusted over with pollen, so I’m making windshield wipers of my index fingers as I ask what it is that Miss Bouvier does with her days.


“Journalism,” he says.


“Is that how you met?”


“Oh,” he says. “I’m not on her beat.”


There’s something half buried in that remark, and I don’t know how to disinter it. Forests of redbud and magnolia are thickening around us, and somehow they’re all in on the secret, and Kay Starr sings “Wheel of Fortune” on the radio, and, during the second chorus, I sneeze, and Jack says, “Perfectly in tune, Lem,” and then the song is over, and we’re pulling up in front of . . .


Well, where? I can’t even tell. All I can make out through my encrusted specs are a row of white pilasters and a front portico. Where sits a girl.


Doesn’t she hear the car’s tires on the gravel? Or see our headlights slicing through the trees? When we first happen upon her, her face is angled away, as though she’s cocking her ear for a nightingale. Her knees are drawn protectively to her chest, and there’s something quite exposed about her. I mean, she doesn’t look like she belongs there any more than I do, and I briefly wonder if she’s a housemaid or a nanny, taking her one allotted evening out. Abruptly, she stands and gives us two quick waves and then, as she jogs to the passenger side, comes briefly ablaze in the headlights.


By now, of course, I’m extricating myself from the front of the car and inserting myself with no great grace into the back, and the operation is so consuming that, for a second or two, I lose all consciousness of her, and then I hear her say—in that voice, like a ghost whispering through the pipes—“You must be Lem.”


I mutter something on the order of yes, I must be, and she smiles. A wider smile than I would have guessed possible. The eyes even wider. Goat’s eyes, that’s my first churlish thought, or a madwoman’s, but maybe that’s to forestall the sense that I’m being seen through a wider lens. All in all, there’s a certain relief in being able to retreat into the Crestline’s back seat. A planetarium-like darkness, with the two of them swimming like moons. She has dabbed herself with Chateau Krigler 12 (I consider telling her it’s my mother’s favorite), and there is the complicating counter-aroma of Pall Malls, and somewhere at the back, simple bovine perspiration. For the first time, I begin to wonder if Miss Bouvier is nervous—though it’s difficult to confirm because she has a small voice and the wind seems to slap every word back down her gullet. Her general lilt, as best I can tell, is interrogative, but why should that be a surprise? Girls in these days are instructed to shoot out a clean, firm thread of inquiry at all times. The more interested they appear to be, the more the boys will understand they don’t have to be, in themselves, interesting, which is a relief to both parties. Jackie, I imagine, is now asking the name of Bobby’s daughter or wondering if Eunice will be there and which one is Pat? For all I know, she’s speculating about the Washington Senators’ pennant chances. If pressed, she’ll fall back on the weather. How chilly it is for March.


The point is there’s no way of knowing what they’re saying, and Jack sometimes gets cross if I talk too much with his dates (unless I’m doing something useful like showing them the door). Nothing for it, then, but to watch Miss Bouvier’s head—under the weight of her impending introduction to the Kennedy clan—loll ever so gradually to the right.


It’s when we’re crossing back over Chain Bridge that she rouses herself to ask: “Jack, what color is your car?”


Queer question. But then I realize she’s never seen Jack’s car (or Jack himself, maybe) in the naked light of day.


“I don’t know,” he mumbles. “Red.”


“Pomegranate,” I say.


Something quickens in the column of her neck. By easy degrees, she turns around and bestows on me a fuller version of that first smile. Then she leans toward Jack and, in a whisper stagy enough for me to hear, says, “I like your friend.”










two


One of the things about being retired is you either give up on reading all those books you said you would or you finally get around to them. Lately, believe it or not, I’ve been boning up on quantum mechanics—in part, I suppose, because the subject aligns with the trend of my own thoughts. Now, we tend to think of our destiny as a sealed deal, but you take old Heisenberg. He said you can know where a particle is or you can know how fast it’s moving, but you can’t know both things at the same time, and the more you know about one, the less you know about the other. Schrödinger’s poor cat, cooped up in its meager little box, is neither dead nor alive or, you might say, is both dead and alive, until a single observer peeks into the box and settles the question—but only to the observer’s satisfaction.


So imagine that, embedded in every human life, there are traffic crossings, where—if we were but to peek into the box—we would see the contingencies of our fate coming together and commingling, before charging off in opposed directions. From the vantage point of 1981, for example, I look back at my own life and force events into a certain sequence. That point in my childhood, for instance, early in the thirties, when my father up and died. Looking back, I can say that, in one iteration, the dons of Choate respond to that calamity by graciously offering me a scholarship, which is how I am still around to meet Jack, which is how I come to be invited to Hyannisport, which is how I come to meet the Kennedys. In another iteration, Choate responds by casting me fatherless to the winds, and I scramble for a spot at Sewickley Academy, and I never meet Jack, never go to Hyannisport. Never meet Jackie. What does that Lem look like? And is he even now living that life while I’m marching through mine?


Whoever he is, he can’t escape the basic infirmities of his genotype—asthma, nearsightedness, the voice that climbs always higher than he likes. Everything else is up for grabs. Depending on where he’s being observed, he might at this moment be an insurance salesman in Fox Chapel or a building contractor in Ligonier. He might be painting boardwalk portraits in Atlantic City. But why aim so low? He might be a personage—an entry in Who’s Who, though for what I can’t say. He might have inveigled some wretched woman to the altar, acquired a child or two, a grandchild. Nothing, as I’ve said, is off the table. My friend Raul has said more than once that, in another life, I should have been an interior decorator, a job title I don’t necessarily care for, but I acknowledge that, with all the flipping I’ve done of Baltimore row houses, it amounts to nearly the same thing.


Turning now to me and Jackie, I can stipulate that, right from the beginning, we shared a spark of fellow feeling, and yet it might have gone nowhere, nowhere at all, if circumstances hadn’t played out the way they had. There was no guarantee that I would ever see Miss Bouvier again after that night or have cause to remember her as clearly as I do. As for Jackie herself—well, at that time in her life, any number of opposed destinies were possible—she was just out of college, for Pete’s sake—and she tried them all on, didn’t she, like gowns. So if I’m to peer into the box and catch the quantum moment when her destiny collides with Jack’s, I have to do it through the eyes of Charlie Bartlett.


Back in ’51, he was the quickly rising, well-liked D.C. correspondent for the Chattanooga Times. He had recently joined his Lake Shore fortune to the dowry of a U.S. Steel heiress, but he’d always nurtured a bit of a flame for Jackie, for which he assuaged his Catholic conscience by seeking potential husbands for her. Wildly unsuitable, many of them: a chemist with the Atomic Energy Commission, a lobbyist for sorghum farmers, an entertainer at children’s parties. Was it Charlie’s idea of a joke? So when he rang her up in May to invite her to yet another Sunday supper, the lie rose to her lips.


“Gee, Charlie, I’ve already got a date that night.”


“When’s he picking you up?”


“Oh, I think—eight or eight-thirty or some such . . .”


“Perfect. You can come by at six and get some drinks and nibbles, and your beau can pick you up at our place.”


“He’s not my beau, really . . .”


“Of course he isn’t, I haven’t approved him yet. Now don’t be too late about it because somebody interesting will be there.”


Dear God, she thought. Somebody interesting.


She might still have demurred, but she realized suddenly that Sunday was also Mother’s Day, and the thought of spending the whole stretch of it with her mother overrode her misgivings.


“All right,” she conceded. “But I can’t stay long.”


Now, of course, having pretended to have a date, she would have to procure one. This was perilous for a girl of that era. She could not actually ask a boy out, she could merely propose that he join her for an activity in some region proximate to his with the possibility of there being fun. Jackie phoned this vagueness around to five men before landing on Michael O’Sullivan, a Comp Lit major from George Washington who had never, to her knowledge, made advances on a girl living or dead. Sensing interest, she at once dispelled the vagueness and instructed him to meet her at 3419 Q Street, Northwest, eight-thirty sharp. A little after six, she was stepping gingerly through the Bartletts’ doorway, scanning the room with dread. The guests, she noticed, were almost entirely female—perhaps the somebody interesting had found somewhere more interesting. A half hour later, there came a rapping of the Bartletts’ knocker. A grin broke out on Charlie’s face. “You took your sweet time,” he called, and with that, the evening’s final guest stepped in.


By this point in American history, he was known to everybody in the room and would have been known to everybody in the house next door and the one next to that, but the sight of so many eyes bent his way seemed to affect him as an invasion, and his response was to take a half-step back and to yank at the knot of his regimental tie, a gesture that might have registered as man-of-the-people to anyone but Jackie, who saw only the compulsiveness of the tic. Who noticed moreover the gap between his shirt collar and his neck, the baggy folds that his jacket formed around his shoulders. Her first impulse was not to fawn but to fold her arms around him. There, there.


He paused, retraced the half step he had just retreated and bestowed on this crowd of friends and strangers the democratizing smile that was still two years away from the cover of Life magazine. “Good evening,” he said. “Good evening, friends.”


The room had been conquered in advance. Hands had extended, lips had parted. Bars of pink sprouted on Martha Bartlett’s cheeks. A wave of almost nauseous delight climbed through Pat Murray Roche (who had forgotten perhaps that her parents back in Bronxville used to snub the Kennedys at every turn). As for the party’s other single girl . . . well, Hickey Sumers ditched her cigarette holder and got herself a highball, which she didn’t drink so much as apply, in strict allotments, to her mouth for the purpose of making it shine. Sidling now toward her quarry, she kept her glass very close to her chin, as though it were a folded fan ready to spring open.


“Oh, Congressman, you’re so good to make time for us. I mean, all the demands on you. I mean, what an honor.”


The only one who didn’t make a move in his direction was Jackie, and as she later recalled, that had less to do with her dismay at the general spectacle than with the implied assumption that she was to join it. One more of the bobby-soxers. She remembered then her mother’s advice. When set down in a room with two men, always bestow your smiles on the less attractive—it will please him and pique the other. In this case, Charlie being such an old pal, it wasn’t hard to bend some rays in his direction. Twice, the Congressman asked her something benign; twice, she answered coolly and briefly. She allowed Hickey to sit beside him during cocktails, and whenever his gaze swerved her way, she sent her glance toward Q Street, where even now her knight in armor, Michael O’Sullivan, might be palely loitering. (Though she realized she no longer remembered what he looked like.)


Dinner was put off in favor of old-fashioneds and Charades, and when the Congressman specifically asked that she be put on the opposite team, she took it as a sign of the antagonism that had quietly risen between them. It was during the second round that he reached for one of the torn-off memo-pad sheets on the conch-shell coffee table, penciled something across it, folded it in half and, like a Western Union messenger, handed it to her.


Sam Houston.


“Very well,” she said.


She began by making the shape of an hourglass, then she waited until her team winnowed it down to sand and then Sam. At her periphery, she could see Martha the timekeeper squinting down at the old Buck family watch. With a ferocity that surprised her, she made now as if to strike the antique Sheraton armchair on which she’d been sitting. Strike became cleave and then, like an annunciating angel, Pat Murray Roche sang out:


“Hew.”


Nothing more was needed. The whole exchange lasted less than a minute.


Afterward, the Congressman raised himself with care from the other Sheraton armchair and confided to her in low tones that he’d had Sam Houston on the brain lately. “If the subject interests you, Miss Bouvier, I know of a biography you might—”


“Marquis James.”


“You’ve read it.”


In truth, she’d only ever known it as a spine in her stepfather’s library.


“Next time,” he said, carefully preserving the distance between them, “I want you on my team.”


“Jackie!”


She spun around to find Martha Bartlett tapping the Buck family watch. “You said you had to leave by eight-thirty, darling.”


“Gee, that’s too bad,” said the Congressman.


“Yes, isn’t it?” said Martha, reaching for her guest’s cloak. “Oh, darling, it’s been grand having you. And now that we know what a talented clue-giver you are, we’ll have to make you a permanent charades fixture. Won’t we, Charlie? But next time, please do bring your date!”


Martha must have been more invested in her friend Hickey’s success than she’d let on because the shelf of her pregnant belly was acting now as a prod, edging Jackie closer to the door. The Bartletts’ terrier was herding her in the same direction, and she had just enough time to send out a half wave to the other guests before the door closed after her.


She stood there for some seconds on the Bartletts’ stoop, wondering if she hadn’t perhaps overplotted the whole evening. Wouldn’t she rather be handing the Congressman a clue of her own and watching him squirm? Feeling the rivalry mount around them? Or was this the happier outcome? A free woman in a free land.


She took a few paces down the street, then heard at her back the scatter of claws on brick. It was the Bartletts’ terrier, who, having caught up to Jackie, subsided to an easy trot that seemed to convey they’d been plotting their escape together. Then, at their back, another sound.


“Miss Bouvier! Do you need a lift?”


It was the Congressman, standing coatless on the stoop. And again, what surprised her was her own maternal impulse. He’ll catch his death.


“Oh, gee!” she called back. “That’s awfully sweet. I brought my car, you see!”


With a cringing smile, she cracked open the Mercury’s front door, which was the only invitation the Bartletts’ terrier needed to leap inside. A second later, a growl, then a man’s strangled cry. The passenger door of the car burst open, and out jumped Michael O’Sullivan.


The surprise lay in how presentable he looked under the circumstances. Yes, she thought, taking in the gloss of black hair, the mouth crooked into a half smile. He’ll do. How important it was in this exact moment that he should.


“Good night,” she called to the Congressman.


“Some other time,” he said.










Three


As she drifted to sleep that night, the image of him kept cycling before her, and with each turn, the maternal feeling ebbed and something more appetitive crept in. She recalled the unaffected ease with which he’d stood on the Bartletts’ porch. She imagined that, had she given him a word of encouragement, he would have crossed the stretch of ground that stood between them, claimed it step by step and, for all she knew, claimed her, too, if Michael O’Sullivan hadn’t popped up, vaulted into the driver’s seat and driven her and the Bartletts’ dog to—well, where? That was the question that awaited her the next morning.


Some other time, he’d suggested. Yet Monday morning came and went with no word from him, and as the hours passed, she found herself toggling between stoicism and disappointment before resolving into self-reproach. All the pride she had taken in holding herself apart from those other girls, where was it now? Gone with a May wind. The only consolation was that she hadn’t (as she was briefly tempted to do) telephoned Charlie Bartlett and peppered him with questions. Did he find me amusing? Did he ask for my number? She and her mother disagreed on many things, but on this point they were united. A note of desperation, once uttered, could never be unheard.


Her mother, as was her wont, took it a step further. “Desperate girls,” said Janet Auchincloss, “lead desperate lives.” Though it was hard to see how she squared that with her own desperate hours. A creature of her time, Janet had graduated into adulthood with a slim but rigorously managed suite of skills. These included French, horse riding and the echolocation of husbands. In that last department, she had staggered quite badly out of the gate. Husband number one, Black Jack Bouvier, as his nickname suggested, was a set of cards upon which no girl should stake all her chips. He was nearing forty, his sexual exploits had passed from gossip into legend, he drank the way monks meditate, and he was hard at work squandering a $750,000 inheritance (for it takes effort to lose money as fast as he did). As for his softly bruited claims of French nobility, he never troubled to document them or even, after a couple of martinis, sustain them.


On the asset side, he was in the Social Register and was considered one of New York’s top four hundred citizens. Better still, he looked nothing like the other three hundred ninety-nine. Photographs from his youth show a disquieting cross between Clark Gable and Hollywood-style bandit, with eyes of Lake Louise blue and a look of disreputable masculinity that offsets the dandyish accents of silk handkerchief (blossoming just so from the pocket of his hunting jacket) and brilliantined black hair (parted down the middle with Euclidean precision).


Well, Janet was in those days a creature of the senses. She fell hard, and kept falling—for there was no one to catch her. And when she landed, there was nothing but wreckage. Money gone, home gone. Pride gone more than anything, for although marriage may have given Black Jack a pair of daughters on whom he doted, it caused not the slightest hiccup in his quest for pussy. Say this about our Janet. She extracted herself from the rubble and, rather than retreat into the divorcée’s genteel exile (in a back bedroom with a hairpin to keep the bun in place), she made the strategic decision not just to marry again but to set her cap for a Standard Oil heir.


To her exacting eye, Hugh Auchincloss was everything Black Jack was not: benign and pliable and half-deaf and functionally impotent, with two lightly crumbling mansions to his name. This time Janet fell up and, so doing, acquired a passel of stepchildren, who regarded her alternately with banked resentment and naked fear. But even her bitterest rivals would have to confess that she had triumphed against the odds and had done it by keeping her spirits buoyant and her mouth slightly ajar (which, she had learned from practice, men found suggestive) and her eyes on the prize.


In her world, of course, matrimony was the only prize. There could be no other. So it troubled her single-furrow mind that her oldest daughter should let her eyes wander and should even, at troubling intervals, fix on some other life track, not yet clearly visible to anyone. Janet had resigned herself to a certain amount of rebellion, but her daughter’s waywardness had been easier to confine within the parameters of equestrian events or Miss Porter’s School, which granted girls a certain amount of rein before snapping it back. Jackie, though, had insisted on college and, after two years at Vassar, a year at the Sorbonne, a gesture that went beyond rebellion to affectation. How much French did a girl need? What kind of bridal dowry was Malraux or Camus? “My daughter l’existentialiste,” grumbled Mrs. Auchincloss. It was Hughdie, finally, who suggested that Jackie might need to “get it out of her system,” though he himself had never felt the need and had only a wary acquaintance with systems. More crucially, he offered to pay.


The year in Paris went by with no great incident; no disastrous attachments were formed, at least not to Mrs. Auchincloss’s knowledge; and each week, Jackie, in a semblance of gratitude, mailed back a postcard (“Camus asked me out for tea”) or a whimsically illustrated letter. In sharp contrast were the blocks of Vieux Lille cheese that a Parisian fromagerie delivered to Merrywood every month and that emerged from their Air France cartons smelling like vengeance itself. The cheese could neither be eaten nor decoded, but if this was the worst Mrs. Auchincloss had to put up with, she would call herself fortunate; and when Jackie, upon her return, declared she would finish out her final year at George Washington University—the very opposite of the Sorbonne, a reluctantly desegregating commuter college that would cause no suitor discomfort—Mrs. Auchincloss chose to see that as accommodation and waited out the final months of Jackie’s senior year the way one waits for a balloon to give up its last reserves of air. When her daughter was ready to do business, she would be there.


But what business did Jackie have in mind? She was a creature bending both toward and away from matrimony. Her high school yearbook photo, for instance, was a study in maidenly abstraction with rills of brunette tresses designed to make some poor fool lose his head. (By then, one or two had.) But if you let your eyes travel to the accompanying text, you find that her devoutest ambition was “not to be a housewife.” It was this innate instability that made her maddening to somebody like Mrs. Auchincloss, for whom matrimony was an institution so sacred she’d gone at it twice to get it right. She knew that, in the vast majority of cases, life granted to each girl a remorselessly shrinking interval in which to close the deal, and as she looked about, she couldn’t help seeing how many girls, Jackie’s age or younger, had grabbed in a single nervy jump the summer place at Watch Hill, the life membership at Indian Harbor, the ski chalet at Canandaigua, the charge accounts at Tripler’s, Brooks’s and Abercrombie’s. To be sure, their husbands drank too much and, over time, acquired “directorships” that kept them very late in the city, but it was assumed that any wife would happily go to bed alone if it was on D. Porthault sheets and that the very softness of the sheets came from the hard terms that had secured them and from the knowledge they could never be taken away. What girl could wish for anything else?


In reply, Jackie might have told her about Cressida.


She was a girl Jackie first encountered during a subscription ball at the Biltmore. Slight, bony, grotto-pale, edging dangerously past twenty-one, with straight black hair and a quality of barely sheathed rage. She sat alone on a couch in the ladies’ room, smoking Raleighs, while the other girls clipped and curled themselves like terriers. When the time for dancing came, she took one turn with her brother, another with a step-cousin, then vanished down a circular stairway. It was only when the evening was winding down that Jackie stumbled across her in the Biltmore bar, reading by the light of a revolving pyramid of vodka bottles.


“Are you going to sit here all night?” Jackie asked.


“Why shouldn’t I?”


When the other girls spoke of Cressida, it was in tones of reflexive pity. Poor thing. No money of her own. Couldn’t afford a coming out. Sits in her grandfather’s library all day. Won’t go to college or even secretarial school. The most consistent critique was that she didn’t care. About her plain face (anyway, she wore no lipstick) or her blighted financial hopes or her borrowed evening dress, or the incontestable fact of her unpopularity. But the boredom that so enveloped her in social settings suggested she was beyond judgment’s reach. It was as if, having anatomized the limits of her world, she was now, with every silent passing second, plotting her escape, like a convict taking a gnawed spoon to the cell wall.


Jackie made a point of saying hello whenever their paths crossed, and if the greeting was returned, she might venture a conversation on some book she’d read or a news item in the Herald Tribune. Cressida neither resisted nor joined in; she simply waited for the overture to die a natural death. You don’t understand, Jackie wanted to say. I’m not like the others. Only she knew that, in all essentials, she was, and that, on that day when America’s proletariat had finally shaken off its chains and come swarming over the Madison Avenue barricades, it would be Cressida, still smoking her Raleighs, who would mark Jackie out for the long knives. “You’ll want that one. Debutante of the Year, 1947.”


The wonder was that Jackie couldn’t just dismiss her as all her friends had. Quite to the contrary, she carried a little bit of Cressida into the world with her. Whenever she felt herself working a little too hard for a man’s approval—batting her eyelashes at some soused lacrosse player or pretending to a trust lawyer in a serge suit that she had no idea who Albert Schweitzer was—she felt the fork-prick of that old reproach. And when, seemingly on impulse, she left the lacrosse player or trust lawyer standing by the punch bowl, she imagined Cressida grudgingly dispensing a line of approval.


It could be I was wrong about you.


Well, Janet Auchincloss wouldn’t have known Cressida if she’d tripped over her on the way to the open bar. She knew only that Jackie, at the age when she was supposed to be growing pliable, was stiffening. The harder the push, the less the give. Tell her that Mrs. Palmer of Greenwich had the most charming son, practically coining money at Morgan Stanley, and Jackie would twitch like one of Galvani’s frogs. Tell her she should dance with every man as if he were Gary Cooper because Gary Cooper might actually be watching, she would transform herself into a Rand McNally atlas and sketch for her mother the exact geographical route that Gary Cooper would have to take to bridge the distance between the Hollywood hills and Darien. God forbid you told her that her left stocking seam was crooked or her right-hand top coat button about to fall off. She’d turn on you and, in a Frigidaire voice, say: “If I had a job, you wouldn’t have to look at me all day.”


Job. No other word could so resemble a Molotov cocktail when tossed in Mrs. Auchincloss’s direction. Her first thought was that Jackie was bluffing. No girl could get a job without a Social Security number, could she? And what well-raised girl had one? Yet, in the months that followed Jackie’s graduation, job was the idea she increasingly fell back on—whether or not she was peeved, whether or not they’d argued.


I should probably say that Mrs. Auchincloss’s aversion stemmed from not just class prejudice but bitter experience. As a still-young divorcée, she’d been forced to work as a Macy’s department-store model in order to pay for Jackie’s riding lessons. Having to seek employment was bad enough, but to be forced to wear Macy’s clothes in full view of the public—that, for Janet, was a shame as great as Dickens’s blacking factory, and the idea that her daughter, after all the sacrifices made on her behalf, should so blithely steer for that deadly shoal was more than Mrs. Auchincloss could bear. Night after night, she raged at Jackie’s ingratitude, her malice, until Hughdie, with a suppressed yawn, said:


“Why don’t we just get her a job? Then she’ll see what a bore it is.”


Janet let the idea marinate for twenty-four hours, then gave her cautious assent. Hughdie put in a private call to Allen Dulles at the CIA; the old-boy network drew in upon itself; the very next Sunday, over lunch, Mrs. Auchincloss announced to the whole uneasily gathered family that Mr. Dulles had found Jackie a position at the State Department.


“Doing what?” asked Jackie.


“Well, gee,” said Hughdie. “I guess they need clerks and secretaries just as much as the next fellow. Even more so, I’d guess.”


“I mean, you have to start somewhere,” said Janet.


“But I can’t type,” said Jackie. “Or take shorthand.”


“I’m sure they need interpreters, too, darling. It’s just a matter of getting one’s foot in the door.”


“You’ll meet perfectly fine people,” offered Hughdie. “Dulles says there’s a polyglot in every room.”


“And it’s just a twenty-minute drive to Foggy Bottom. Why, it would be like going back to school, wouldn’t it? Only with a little paycheck at the end of the week. You could burn it up at Garfinckel’s in two hours.”


“Why, the Reds will never know what hit ’em! Not that anybody expects you to bring down Stalin.”


“Of course not. It’s just until, darling.”


Jackie needed a few moments to register the preposition.


“Until what?”


“Until,” said her mother, with a touch more vehemence.


“I’m still not following.”


Janet stabbed lightly at her crown roast. “Really, must you be infuriating on Sundays, too? I should have thought you’d like a day off.”


“That’s all I have, Mummy, are days off.”


“Then why can’t I get one, too?”


Jackie sat silent for a time, frowning at a vase of hyacinths. Then, as if speaking to nobody in particular:


“Please tell Mr. Dulles that I greatly appreciate the offer, but I already have a job.”










Four


The news produced the tiniest spasm in her mother’s face, just below the left eye. Like the pennant that starts flapping just before the monsoon.


Don’t look at me, Jackie wanted to say. It’s your fault.


Some months earlier, while sitting under a hair dryer and thumbing through the pages of Vogue, Janet Auchincloss had come across a notice for the magazine’s annual Prix de Paris contest. The winner would work as a junior editor for six months in New York, then spend the next six months covering the Paris shows. If she proved her mettle, she would then win a permanent spot on the masthead. There was no more prestigious entry point into American fashion journalism, but when Janet tore out the notice and handed it her daughter, it was probably in the spirit of larkishness, for she forgot all about it. Jackie nearly did herself. She grasped how many thousands of college seniors would be applying—many, if not most, of them more qualified.


But a curious thing happened. As soon as she convinced herself she had no chance, the application process became not an ordeal but a game. She fairly sprinted through the application, free to follow her whims because who would read it anyway? Why not slip in an autobiographical short story about her grandfather’s funeral? And under the heading of “People I Wish I Had Known,” why not park the names of Baudelaire, Wilde and Diaghilev? In a rush of exuberance that almost made her giggle, she declared herself ready to be “Overall Art Director of the Twentieth Century.” Then she mailed it off and forgot all about it.


Months went by. Then, on the cusp of spring, came a letter from Mary Jessica Davis, editor in chief at Vogue. Jackie was one of the twelve Prix de Paris finalists. Would she be so good as to come up for the final round of interviews?


The effect, she later told me, was of sitting in a séance, perfectly agnostic about the whole enterprise, only to have a ghost whisper in your ear. The only question was how to get to New York. She spent two days furiously sifting through stratagems, only to fall back on the simplest one.


“I think I’ll go see Daddy,” she announced over breakfast.


Without dropping a stitch, her mother said, “Is he still alive?”


The two days in Manhattan were blurred by her own terror. She remembered her hands actually shaking as she applied her nail polish. She remembered the official Vogue photographer pausing before he snapped her to ask if she really wanted to part her hair down the middle. She remembered sitting for the final interview in Schrafft’s, sweating through her silk blouse and tweed skirt, barely able to eat her chicken salad and then being told to make room—room!—for a hot fudge sundae with almonds and ladyfingers. She prattled, there was no other word, and it was here, surrounded by lady editors in boxy suit jackets, that she had the first intuition of herself as a man’s woman. All her innate (or perhaps learned) responses to stress—the grab-bag of murmurs and demurrals and sudden feinting smiles she had been building up from childhood—the bag of tricks, a cynic might have said, only to her they were just helpless confessions of herself—all seemed calculated to enrage the females of Condé Nast, who had risen on much more than cow eyes and weren’t about to reward the girl who apologized every word back into her mouth. Her only forthright moment came when she was asked who had been her prime stylistic influence.


“Oh,” she answered, without thinking. “My father.”


She relived for them then the days of window-shopping on Fifth Avenue, hour seeping into hour as Black Jack stopped before each mannequin to comment on the cut or the fabric, all of it building to the hushed moment when she would try on a frock of her own—a frock that her father, out of his accumulated wisdom, had chosen.


Oh, you’re right, Daddy, it’s lovely.


As Jackie warmed to her tale, she could feel the Condé Nast women regarding her in a changed light—as if she were a mannequin herself, sputtering into life. When she was done, the personnel director leaned across the table and, with the tiniest signal flare of a smile, said, “Congratulations.”


In that moment, it was as if the sloth and confinement of the past months had been only an apprenticeship, training her toward this moment. She had only to say yes, and it would begin.


Well, this was the journey that Janet Auchincloss had unknowingly launched but, upon hearing the news, she was in no hurry to claim authorship.


“Darling,” she said. “Be a dear and tell us when you were going to tell us.”


“I was coming around to it.”


“And that was going to take how long? Two days? A year?”


“I don’t know.”


“While we were busy calling in every favor, prostrating ourselves before Allen Dulles’s shrine?”


“I didn’t know you were—”


“No, you were embroiled in the tortuous act of coming around.”


“Mummy . . .”


“The only thing I want from you now is an explanation for your duplicity. Your sin of omission, if you like, and don’t you dare tell me it’s a lesser sin than commission. In a daughter, it’s rather worse.”


Mrs. Auchincloss had yet to raise her voice, but the barometric pressure of the dining room was mounting all the same. The server held back, the cook bided her time in the kitchen, and Jackie’s younger stepsiblings consulted their napkins with deep intent. It was Hughdie who, in keeping with his conciliatory character, ventured the first softening notes.


“Well, New York won’t be so bad as all that. We know plenty of people there.”


“Not those people,” said Janet. “Photographers. Models. The very finest bookies, your father knows them all. I assume you told him,” she suddenly added. “First thing.”


“No,” lied Jackie.


“Won’t he be happy to get his hooks into you at last? Why, you could stay with him the whole time. Meet all his tramps and help him crawl into bed every night and clean the vomit off his shoes. It’ll be just like old times, won’t it, darling?”


“My dear,” protested Hughdie. “The children.”


“No, I want them to see! Little darlings, this is what a socialite career girl looks like. I don’t blame you for saying nothing; she’ll be a conversation stopper with every man she meets. She’ll end up as barren as a Carmelite, and aren’t we pleased? I can bring home all her magazine articles from the beauty salon, and you can line your sock drawers with them. Wave bye-bye now, darlings. Say bye-bye to Jackie.”


The next Sunday was Mother’s Day, and it was precisely to escape her own mother, whose reproaches trailed her like exhaust, that she ventured out to Charlie Bartlett’s Georgetown row house, where she met a disheveled Congressman from Brookline, whose every response, right up to and including following her out of the house, suggested he’d seen something in her she hadn’t, that she wasn’t really looking to escape to New York or Paris but to settle down right here in her adopted town with the first handsome and eligible man who made eyes at her. The presumption both baffled and offended her—in part because there was a chance it had originated in her—and after she’d dropped the never-to-be-seen-again Michael O’Sullivan at his group home in Clarendon, she drove back up Chain Bridge Road with the gloomy sense that she’d been following her mother’s dictates after all. It was only when she reflected upon the nature of this particular Congressman that she concluded Mrs. Auchincloss would hate him and his arriviste origins just as much as her daughter’s pursuing a career, and that cheer carried her all the way to the following afternoon, when he did, in the end, phone, just ten minutes before the dinner bell. She took the call on the upstairs extension.


“How nice to hear from you,” she said.


“I—ah—I hope you don’t mind, I asked Charlie for your number.”


“Not at all.”


“It was a real pleasure meeting you last night.”


“You as well.”


“I told Charlie you were far and away the best charades player. Except for me.”


Her laugh was brief and spasmodic. “Well now, I believe that remark demands a rematch.”


“By all means. I understand you’re moving to New York.”


This caught her short. How had it been leaked?


“Oh, I guess so. In a week or so. I mean, it’s just a little job with Vogue. Mummy’s perfectly furious, I don’t know why. I mean, I might be back any day, it’s hard to know.”


If he says don’t go, I won’t. And felt in the very voicing of the thought how wretched a woman’s life was.


“Well now,” he said. “I’m sure you’ll have a great professional success and become a real credit to your education, and I—ah—I wish you the best of luck, Miss Bouvier.”


Miss Bouvier. What surer sign that she had been scratched off his list? Even now his finger was scrolling down the memo pad to Miss Hickey Sumers, that other option from the Bartletts’ dinner party: her lips war-painted, her very name a provocation. You’re so good to make time for us, Congressman. What an honor. Ten to one she was already, from pure prescience, moisturizing herself in anticipation of the call.
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