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THE SUBJECT







THE SUBJECT IS an American citizen holding high elected office, married, and father to a young family, who takes the view that monogamy has seldom been the engine of great men’s lives. He has always had women—numerously, sequentially and simultaneously, in the form of family friends, heiresses, socialites, models, actresses, professional acquaintances, colleagues’ spouses, party girls, shopgirls and prostitutes—following the youthful discovery that he liked women and they liked him.


Only in the course of longer-lasting affairs did the question of marriage arise; it was not something he took seriously until his political ambitions began to include high office, whereupon it was clarified by numerous colleagues that a good marriage was not merely an advantage but a necessity. A politician must remain publicly faithful to those principles and causes he chooses to follow; whether he remains faithful to his wife is another question.


Seven years ago, at age thirty-six, he married a beautiful young woman twelve years his junior. He will not admit defrauding his marital vows. Before God, he decided not to be derailed by the impossibility of making promises based upon the permanence of love, when it is clear to any thinking person that to guarantee one’s state of mind in twenty or even thirty years’ time is preposterous. Taking vows is merely etiquette—as is appearing to observe them.


His bride convinced herself that the institution of marriage would wave a magic wand over his catholic libido. Of course, in those days a good part was directed toward her. He refuses to blame himself for her misconception. She was attracted to a man who had his pick of women. If she had wanted the type who struggles to get laid, then she should have married one—certainly there are enough to choose from.


When he sees a beautiful woman, he wants to make love to her. That has been a natural, physical desire he has experienced since youth. If marriage had quelled the impulse, no one would have been happier than he—with the exception, of course, of his wife.


 


ONCE MARRIED, OBVIOUSLY the subject had to become more discreet. He always denied any wrongdoing, except to essential accomplices. Work occupied him at weekends and in the evenings, and, for many months during that initial phase of their marriage, he impressed on his wife that he was absent in the company of men or in the service of work with females present by coincidence. Over time, his plausible denials failed to disabuse his wife of her suspicions. His periods away from home and his social engagements in the presence of attractive women were opportunities for fornication but only as long as he retained the requisite appetite. Her epiphany was provoked by what she saw in front of her rather than that which he hid behind her back: stolen glances, lingering handshakes, and subtle shifts in the focus of his attention during the telling of an anecdote. No matter how strenuous his denials, the insight that prevailed was that his sexual interest in other women had not expired.


As time passed, he remained convinced his wife was an excellent choice and one he certainly did not regret, save for her lack of accommodation to his need for an independent personal life, so he adopted the stratagem of reminding her constantly of her status. He puts her first in all things, and her place in his life, and in his heart, is unique and secure. It may come as no surprise that these proclamations did not end the matter.


 


AFTER THREE YEARS of marriage, his wife gave birth to a stillborn daughter, the child arriving prematurely, while he was on vacation in the Mediterranean. There were wild nights on the yacht, and he had sex with four women in total, one of whom sailed with his party for a time and became a short-term mistress. He was reluctant to return home, as he was having such a fine time and the mistress was a stunning blonde, but he made the sacrifice for the sake of their marriage.


Yet, in her distress, his wife threatened divorce. She remained angry and upset for so long that he worried the effort of constant denial would wear him out. Thankfully the subject is convinced his wife has never acquired irrefutable proof of his adultery. His single-minded determination to protect his privacy has allowed their love to prevail.


The obstetrician counseled them to conceive again as soon as possible, for his wife’s well-being. Both parties share a commitment to resilience. They have both enjoyed much fortune in their lives, so they must not resent misfortune; obstacles must be overcome and tragedies endured without complaint. So it was imperative that rancor be set aside, though some months passed before his independent personal life could again be a fit subject for rational examination. By then, his wife was pregnant again, and they are now not only blessed with a beautiful three-year-old daughter, but his wife is also expecting their next child.


Fatherhood has been the great blessing brought by marriage. He values the stable companionship of a wife, and also the social and professional advantages that accompany having a consort and hostess, but the emotional core of life lies in his relationship with his child. One might argue that marriage provides a vehicle for such men to father children responsibly. Kings left bastard children scattered throughout their lands, denied their father’s patronage, just as common men of weak character drift out of their children’s lives for selfish reasons.


The subject intends to provide for his children the safe and loving home only a marriage can offer. In this statement, he considers his own experience: his father traveled a good deal, as is only to be expected of a successful and important businessman and politician, and in his youth he discovered his father was far from a faithful husband. His mother appeared completely faithful; in fact, she was a devout observer of her marital vows. Yet his mother is not a demonstratively loving parent: when he was a child, and often quite sick, she regularly made trips for her own private reasons and he would not see her for weeks. In reflecting briefly upon his upbringing, he concludes that his opinion of neither parent is colored by their fidelity.


His wife’s father was also a philanderer. He was a public embarrassment to the subject’s mother-in-law, so they divorced. The subject’s parents remain married. However, his mother denied his father sex once she’d borne his youngest brother; his father’s mistresses served a substitute function, though the subject never formed the impression it was a course of action he pursued with a great many scruples. In contrast, the subject’s wife doesn’t deny him sex; if that were enough to satisfy him, life would be simple.


Virtually all males possess the sexual impulse, essential to continuation of the species, though they possess it to greater or lesser degrees, and in some cases the urge is not directed toward the conventional model of feminine pulchritude, or toward females at all. The subject doesn’t believe such men are morally deviant. They experience desires generated by their bodily hormones. Each of us must take a moral view on the repercussions of satisfying his natural desires, and in the past he’s been given to reflecting on his own case. He resists applying the terms “condition” or “pathology” to his behavior, because he believes his libido lies within the variants of normal rather than being in any way abnormal, as would, for example, a sexual attraction to minors or to animals. Past reflections only reaffirmed his conviction that promiscuous sexual relations with consenting partners not his wife are no cause for moral self-recrimination. He no longer examines his conduct, proceeding with a clear conscience.


This point of view is reinforced by his observation that constant desire for women appears both natural and normal. He is not an animal overcome with a bestial urge. He does not rip the clothes from a woman’s body and ravish her in public. He asks her about herself. He endeavors to interest and amuse her. When he concludes there is a possibility of mutual attraction, he employs direct but delicate methods of suggesting sex.


That is not to say that he has never practiced restraint. He has desired women who were already taken by another man he liked, respected or feared, or who were confidantes of his wife, or whom he’s solely encountered in the close company of his wife. In such cases, he consigns himself to the misery of continence.


It must be understood that his compulsion is more complex than simple sexual release. He gains far greater satisfaction from the pursuit and conquest of a novel desirable woman than from sex with his familiar desirable wife. It is not even the nature of the sex act itself: for the most part he does not act with extramarital partners differently from how he acts with his wife, and for the most part they do not perform with markedly greater alacrity or aptitude (or, for that matter, markedly less) than her, nor does the intimacy of “love” make the physical experience any more (or less) pleasurable for him. Novelty is the most intense sexual thrill: novelty of sexual partner. He compares the experience to unwrapping a present. The anticipation can be breathless.


 


HIS WIFE DREADS their circle inferring she does not arouse him sexually. Picture one occasion: she holds a gin in her hand, her eyes burn with fury, and she screams at him, “She’d better be gorgeous!” before sweeping out of the room. He’s never invited his wife to elucidate this remark. The conclusion he’s reached, forming the basis of the first rule of his adultery, is that it would help her to know that a mistress was so beautiful that any husband, however loving, would be tempted to be unfaithful. How many married men would reject the chance to go to bed with a magnificent beauty if they could be sure of getting away with it? Her remark also reflects the importance his wife places, even in betrayal, on matters of taste.


When she suspects his philandering, he will deliberately contract the period of time an affair might have lasted. Though he will always deny the accusation, his second rule recognizes it respects her sensitivities to assume a particular girlfriend is someone he could have been with only once. The more of a habit the subject forms with a mistress, the greater the challenge it poses to the uniqueness of his wife’s position, which is a state of affairs both would regard with disapproval.


At the end of lengthy denials, or simply after a refusal to engage with her allegations, he will conclude that meeting the criteria of the first two rules will console her should she remain suspicious, but the reality remains unspoken between them: she has no proof of his philandering, nor does he have proof that she has no proof. He will never hurt or embarrass her by confirming his dalliances, not just to her but to anyone, which introduces the third rule.


Once his wife has exhausted herself trying to provoke a confession, she may say, “If I think there’s something going on, who else does?” or “If I know” (bearing in mind she doesn’t, for sure), “who else knows?” It is insufficient for his wife not to know—nobody must know. In the old days, he would be most content with women who had the most distant possible connection to his work, his family or his wife. The less they knew about him, the better. He kept many a girlfriend out of town who had only the vaguest idea of his identity, who would know nobody that could start a chain of gossip linking back to his wife. Even if he was open with the girlfriend, he could discount the probability of running into her at a social engagement in the company of his wife. This rule was the “nobody knows” rule, and he was never more secure in his philandering than when a mistress assumed he was single and childless, barely knew his name and therefore had no telling details to broadcast to anyone else, but now his new position makes it extremely unlikely a woman won’t be familiar with the principal biographical facts.


Therefore, for the first time in his adult life, he must consider curtailing his sexual adventures, though he endeavors to convince himself there must be hope. Perhaps on foreign tours he will encounter moments of privacy with a willing secretary, or on the campaign trail with a discreet former girlfriend. But the machinations of adultery take their toll on one’s concentration. While he regards the prospect of monogamy as one would a prison sentence, a man of his resilience must concede that it might require that he approach the coming years with the serenity of one facing internment, and find some solace in being spared the stresses of seduction, fornication and concealment under what will certainly be the most challenging of circumstances. While he’s certain that the question of temptation will arise at some point, it is by no means predictable how he will answer it.


 


IN THE PAST, the subject has been an expert in concealment, yet he is not a conniving philanderer: he doesn’t tell women that his wife doesn’t understand him, or that she denies him sex, or that he’s a doleful figure daily on the verge of suicide on account of being trapped in some loveless marriage from which only the willing tenderness of another female soul will save him. Instead he says simply that he has the best marriage practicable for a man like him, but that monogamy is quite impossible; he needs more, bigger, faster sex than decades with the same woman can ever provide, and, to the woman in question, the one before him whom he’s aiming to seduce, he reveals that he has chosen her from all the others at the dinner or the party or the rally because she is the one whose sex lures him.


“Altiora peto,” he whispers: “I seek higher things.” But no place exists in the seduction for the promise of an enduring affair, the office of mistress or the prospect that he will fall in love and divorce his wife. Surely all the indications must self-evidently point toward the contrary. Yet, to his dismay, often this woman cannot bear to see her delusions of romance remain unrealized. She threatens to tell his wife; she may threaten to sell her story to the press, but the newspapers have no interest in the private life of a public figure.


When the subject pursued an affair with an aide in his previous political post, the relationship was discovered by her pious landlady, who subsequently launched a volley of letters on the subject to the press, even snapping a photograph of him leaving the apartment in the middle of the night. The lady took the view that his appearance of being a devoted husband and father was a sham. Hers was the simplistic fallacy of the moral monogamist, but the gentlemen of the press never ran the story, showing the more sophisticated understanding that there is no inherent contradiction between loving one’s wife and child and keeping a mistress.


Making love with Pamela, the aide, a couple of nights a week didn’t discourage him from treating his wife and daughter with love and tenderness. In fact, as his irrepressible urges enjoyed an outlet, his wife and daughter were spared the short temper of the frustrated male, and certainly there was no question of the girlfriend suffering in the slightest, apart from the inconvenience of the move when she wisely sought a new apartment, and subsequently he arranged a new appointment for her (as his wife’s Press Secretary).


That affair occurred at the time he and his wife were attempting to start a family, soon after they settled into their marital home in Georgetown. Sex shrunk to a medical process; the deed had to be done, so to speak, rather like pulling a tooth. By comparison, the successful experience of lust is abundantly invigorating, though he did receive his therapeutic courses with extreme circumspection for the sake of his wife’s fragile emotional condition, and they successfully produced their daughter at the end of the following year. She was handed to him bundled inside a blanket, and he cradled her at his wife’s bedside, this tiny crying thing more animal than human.


On a tranquil sea, he had sailed across an invisible equator and would remain oblivious till the moment he changed course: only then would his compasses spin, only then would he realize he was lost. He broke off with Pamela and resisted other temptations. His fear lay in the uncertainty of how his wife, now a mother, now the apex of their little triangle, would regard his independent personal ventures, and whether this successful transcendence into family life would galvanize her into adopting a less capitulatory position. At times it felt like his life had been taken over by a creature who could only communicate by crying. And there was also the baby. He had grown wearily accustomed to the occasional instances wherein his wife’s suspicions seethed into a crisis of anguish and insecurity, but now he feared the prospect of their daughter being yanked into these melodramas. Yet he needn’t have worried, because in the end such anxieties played more tellingly on his wife, who foresaw that, though the necessity to protect and provide for their daughter fell on both of them, she was the one who had in larger measure surrendered her independence. After her parents’ divorce, her mother found herself seeking remarriage as the sole means of restoring domestic stability to her children’s lives. She would only be forced to pursue elsewhere the comfort and security the subject provides (in addition to social standing and companionship), with the possibility that the new man would be a less loving father to their daughter and perhaps even possess the same vices as the subject, if not greater ones.


This deduction did not wholly deliver him from fear. He became unusually tense, convincing his wife he was concealing a relapse of the back condition that had necessitated major surgeries three years earlier and which augured incapacity, plus the abrupt termination of his ambitions for higher office. Although the true cause of his irritability was the caesura in his womanizing, he would regard the prospect of losing the capacity to vent his sexual impulses with the same despair as he would losing the ability to walk.


While his daughter captivated him, he was becoming resentful of his life condensing into a suffocating matrix. Fidelity was making him a worse husband and father than when he was philandering, to the extent that he feared becoming as austere to his child as his own mother had been to him, and therefore some months following the arrival of their daughter he resumed his customary pursuit of additional sexual partners, discovering to his utmost relief that he could continue in this vein under the same conditions as prior to his daughter’s birth. He could be an object of greater constancy in his daughter’s life by virtue of the freedom not to be a constant presence in their home every night and every weekend, and a greater support to his wife because he no longer resented her as one resents a prison warden. Monogamy and parenthood were invented by moral authorities to sublimate the male sexual urge, but in his case the effect resembles pressurizing a gasoline tank.


Today he would regard theirs as an exceptionally happy family. Their daughter enjoys the love of two parents, the comfort of a secure home, and the constant attention of a doting father. When he looks back at those first moments he held his daughter, he realizes what he experienced was impotence, in the form of a repression of his freedom to fornicate, but resilience has won through: he did not desert his responsibilities to his family, nor did he destroy himself in the slow, withering bitterness of monogamy. Free from the dread and resentment of three years ago, he is able to welcome the birth of their next child.


 


HIS WIFE GOES into labor three weeks early. On account of her obstetric history, the doctors take no chances and deliver the baby, a boy, by emergency cesarean section. Named John after his father, their son appears healthy, but as a precaution due to his prematurity he is placed in an incubator. His mother remains in the operating room while his father trails the pediatricians, the boy cradled by a nurse, and then the father gazes at the son as he is sealed inside the warm glass box, where he wriggles and howls, a pink quiver of life. When the subject returns to his wife, they share tears of joy; the families gather, and soon the hospital is inundated with gifts for their son, toys and clothes, bouquets for his wife, from friends, celebrities and dignitaries.


The subject’s visits to the hospital represent the first normal social encounters since the election two weeks ago. A few months earlier, he would have appeared a man of some distinction, but no one would have known his name, even if the face appeared somehow familiar. Now people respond to him in quite a different manner. They are nervous; they stumble over their words; they blush when he looks at them; some, he worries, go out of their way to avoid him, while others slink into nooks to watch as he marches within a phalanx of crew-cut bodyguards.


Naturally he’s curious about the women. A year ago he would have anticipated a certain reaction. He’s come to appreciate that he wears the demeanor of an alpha male. He stands just over six feet tall, with a tanned complexion that conveys rude health and sharply tailored suits that flatter his trim physique. He is blessed with thick, light-brown hair, in contrast to the grey heads and receding hairlines of many men his age. It is no vain posturing but a self-evident fact that he is a physically attractive man for his age, and exceptionally so for his status.


In the past, he could have expected some nurse to glance admiringly as he strolled by, or to smile if he caught her eye, or even to flirt a little bit if he happened to engage her in conversation, but today none of them show any such signs, instead dropping their eyes like Victorian servants if he so much as glances in their direction. A gulf has opened. He has become remote from women, an austere figure with whom sex is unattainable, and in these first encounters of this newest phase of his career as a philanderer, he experiences a plunging despair, not only because he is never unwatched, but from the realization that the nurses of Georgetown University Hospital must stand for all women the nation wide in that it appears not one would dare abandon her obeisance and go to bed with the newly elected President of the United States.

















THE GULF







ON ACCOUNT OF the cesarean section, the doctors advise the First Lady–to-be to avoid activity that might strain her abdomen, and, though the President-elect is deeply grateful for the well-being of his wife and newborn son, the resumption of marital sexual relations is denied. Throughout his adult life, the subject has become accustomed to regular sex, interrupted only by illness and service at sea. While we can debate the definition of “normal” activity, there can be no dispute over the subject’s habitual promiscuity, and therefore abstinence constitutes a dramatic change in his sexual routine.


Since his late teens, the subject has suffered toxic accumulations. Clearly it is a simple matter to achieve release singlehanded, but he does not obtain much gratification from this practice. Afterward his spirit is withered by shame at a man of his age and status indulging in these tawdry acts instead of seducing a living, breathing woman. Seduction is a far more stimulating experience and thereby a more cleansing act of release.


As his wife’s convalescence continues, the denial of a sexual outlet challenges the subject’s emotional and psychological well-being. Within a few short weeks, the subject becomes depressed. First his prostate, already chronically inflamed following multiple venereal infections in his youth, grows tender from retained juices. He feels weak, and day after day a headache builds. His endocrinologist notes a tremor and a drain of energy, so he suggests increasing the subject’s cortisone dose and adjusting his thyroxin prescription. It is important that the President-elect appears energetic and vigorous at all times, so he complies with the physician’s instructions, swallowing pills morning and night in an effort to replace the natural flow of hormones his body is unable to produce as a result of Addison’s disease and an underactive thyroid gland. Replacement steroids cause water retention, making his face swell, so he calls Dr. J., a physician his wife nicknamed “Doctor Feelgood,” whom they’ve been consulting since last year, and the good doctor prescribes amphetamines, which boost the subject’s energy without the side effects he experiences from cortisone, conveniently leaving a supply of syringes and vials so he can self-administer shots to counteract the episodes of listlessness that overtake him in the afternoons following long and demanding meetings.


The closed sessions in such meetings allow him to focus on work, but there are women everywhere. Today he glimpses a pretty secretary through a doorway, sitting at her desk, lifting a telephone to her ear, and the idea appeals to him of strolling out at the end of the meeting and finding a quip to make her smile, after which her hand might run self-consciously through her hair, while he watches the sway of her breasts; she’d recognize his need, and perhaps eventually submit in a closet someplace, letting his hands work open the buttons of her crisp, white shirt. But she remains at her post, lost in the halls of his transitional offices, the President-elect gazing at her across an impassable gulf. And, though he is alone, he is never alone, not for a single minute, as even in his office he is under surveillance by the Secret Service agents, and the casual opening of conversation with anyone, let alone an attractive young woman, is consigned to his past. His secretary used to leave spaces in his diary for assignations, but now it is only crammed with political appointments.


Today’s meeting concerns an island nation and its anti-American dictator against whom his predecessor struggled but never triumphed, thereafter approving a scheme to overthrow the new regime by plotting an invasion, though at this juncture he’s unable to influence progress to any significant extent, a power he will only acquire on taking office next month.


Just as the President-elect looks ahead to that day with anticipation, his daughter is excited in the way only a three-year-old can be, and her parents stress that helping her baby brother settle in will be a role of national importance, with the hope that this shameless favoritism will somehow compensate for his arrival overshadowing her birthday only two days later, since when she has veered between curiosity and jealousy for her infant sibling. She worries, for example, that her father will no longer read her bedtime story, to which he assures her that he will continue, though his new job means that he might not be free to do so every night, but on those nights that he is free she will hear two stories to make up for missing out. Later her questioning, which he regards as a far more challenging interrogation than the press ever mounts, branches into other areas of immediate concern regarding their move, such as, “Where will I play?”


The President-elect states, “I can assure the young lady that under my administration play will improve,” but, more fearful of being caught out by this election promise than by any other, he instructs aides to make contact with the relevant people at the White House to ensure a room is converted into a playroom and to order the construction, at his personal expense, of some form of playground. When he receives confirmation that this will indeed happen as forecast, he breaks the news to his daughter with great pride, before proceeding with her bedtime story.


As she receives her goodnight kisses, she peers up curiously at his face and brushes her fingers on his cheek before he stands back in embarrassment, and he still feels his daughter’s curious touch as he and his wife ensure their son is sleeping soundly in the neighboring bedroom. The President-elect stands over John Jr.’s cot, gazing down at him, touching his own cheek as their daughter did to explore its unnatural fleshiness and praying that his children do not inherit his curse.


The side effects of the increased cortisone dose include retained fluid, which puffs out the subject’s jowls so he remarks that he resembles “Philipon’s cartoons of King Louis-Philippe metamorphosing into a pear.” He feels ugly but manages to joke with his secretary, Mrs. Lincoln, a middle-aged lady who’s worked for him ever since his days as senator, that he wonders if the President’s fat face can be grounds for postponing the inauguration. “They say the camera adds fifteen pounds,” he says, “and with the number pointed at me that day I’ll look like the Graf Zeppelin.”


Mrs. Lincoln laughs. “Just so long as it isn’t the Hindenburg, Mr. President,” she says.


Long ago the subject could have chosen to make his ailments an alibi for ambition, but instead he has chosen concealment, for in overcoming them without pleading special treatment he has earned the right to be considered the fit, healthy, vigorous man he appears, while the truth would merely be exploited by opponents and doubters to bar his entry to office, reverting him to the lonely little boy reading history books in his sickbed while the other children got to run and play in the fresh air.


Similarly he presumes he’s not one of those men bound to soldier on to a ripe old age, given that his health has continued to deteriorate, with his back becoming increasingly tender and inflexible, his bowels prone to bouts of bellyache and bloody diarrhea, and his body in general exhibiting greater signs of Addison’s disease, as exemplified by his Palm Beach tan, which in certain lighting doesn’t capture quite enough brown to hide the yellow tinge. The reason he sought the presidency in his early forties, when his youth has been a disadvantage, is that his doctors cannot predict his physical state in four or eight years’ time. Ever since the mixed results of spinal surgery, the prospect of relentless deterioration has hung over him, and on days when the condition is so severe that he needs a painkilling injection every six hours to spare being crippled by discomfort—on days like those he recognizes the possibility that it might not be many years before he’s wheelchair-bound, paralyzed, incontinent and impotent, and given that he cannot alter the future, he must derive as much as possible from the present in regard to the pleasures of physical capability.


But, rather than his denial of infirmity giving license to romp though the wet grass, he commits himself to a schedule of meetings stretching from morning till evening. The President-elect aims to assemble a court of the best and brightest in the land: to slow down, to take a long lunch and then spend the afternoon in a warm bath unlocking the seized hinges of his back might mean he would miss out on one of those brightest and best, as would the country, so in this cause he invites intellectuals, historians, economists and more to his transitional offices or calls them personally, sounding the same clarion call to each, that he intends to use his time in office to establish a partnership between the world of power and the world of thought, since the men who create power make an undeniably important contribution to the country’s greatness, but the intellectuals who question power can make a contribution just as important, as they can help determine how that power is used. Soon the word is out: the drab, grey days are fading and spring is coming, a spring in which the most colorful flowers can bloom: and even the most cynical in the universities and corporations feel the pull toward public service, a sensation they’ve never experienced before, but one the President-elect has borne all his adult life, which now climbs toward its zenith. One after another these men feel the pull, and they join.


 


THERE ARE WOMEN in the workplace, and the smart ones realize a woman’s sex can overcome even the most powerful man, that in fact the two attributes, female beauty and male power, are often an equal and felicitous match. He would imagine there must be some of those secretaries who believe they’ve got enough to tempt him into bed, if only he could get through the phalanx of bodyguards to send a secret signal that he is not a tedious monogamist.


He welcomes an assignation being initiated by the woman; in fact, he regards a moment of eye contact, a smile, or a greeting to constitute “initiation.” Equally the subject is not at all reticent about being first to suggest sex: ordinarily it is his modus operandi. But he finds himself imprisoned. Sexual toxins circulate in spiraling abundance, causing headaches, nausea and muscle spasms, and the occasional sight of a physically appealing woman releases a spigot somewhere inside that pours more of the effluent into the subject’s system, inflaming his already inflamed genital tubing, so that his prostate surgeon prescribes him a short course of antibiotics to ward off infection of the urinary tract, while Dr. Feelgood advises him the best remedy is ejaculation, not through facile masturbation, but through the process of full sexual intercourse with a stimulating partner, as the only certain method of releasing the suppurating juices that have been accumulating for weeks without remission.


Dr. Feelgood is alone among the subject’s physicians in comprehending that the subject is experiencing withdrawal symptoms, an observation diagnostic of addiction.


 


THE PRESIDENT-ELECT AND the First Lady–to-be resume sexual relations, but what is a medical tonic for him is an insult for her, the cesarean scar remaining sore and her womb bruised, causing her to find the experience too uncomfortable to bear, so he must apologize and kiss her on the cheek, while she reassures him that she has not been injured, only suffering a transient discomfort, and he shuffles off of her and limps to the en-suite, where he discharges the suppuration before flushing with a bitterly ungratified pull of the chain.


One must wonder why his wife does not gently probe the subject’s practices, and that is because the newspapers are not alone in maintaining decorum. Even between husband and wife, there remain grounds not to be trespassed; the subject never took a vow, marital or otherwise, to forgo privacy. Just as children will misbehave, men and women will have affairs: the trick is not to give them attention. A spouse shouldn’t need to know what goes on in the privy, so he or she doesn’t open the door, and ignores the noises.


He returns to bed unable to sleep, because the toxins are already reaccumulating, pounding his head and inflaming his back and bowels and tubing. It is the night before his inauguration, with heavy snow falling, an excuse to escape parading his steroidal face before the world, but he doesn’t want an escape—he is ready to take office and begin the great work of his life. Before he slumbers, his mind, descending to unconsciousness, imagines a field of lights going dark, and then in his dreamlike state he realizes phrases from his predecessor’s valedictory address are becoming confused, as he pictures the Old Bastard recalling his vision of our country as a thousand points of light. The Old Bastard floats on a podium, in some kind of auditorium filled with men in uniform, saying, “I am about to get on with the rest of my life,” but then the image changes, like a TV changing channels, and he is seated in the Oval Office, his eyes probing a TV camera, saying, “We must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought…” before he disappears in a fog of interference, while the President-elect wonders to whom he addresses this caution, if anyone, or if it is merely a message he has imagined. Then he sleeps, as the missiles in their silos sleep.


 




THE MORNING IS bright and freezing cold, with snow decking the capital, and up on the Hill the low winter sun blinds the masses, as the new President swears his oath:




“I, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the office of President of the United States, and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.”





Coatless, he appears impervious to the weather, in contrast to the chill bones of old men who surround him, but in truth his furnace is fired by shots of painkillers, steroids and amphetamines as he addresses the crowd below the Capitol:




“Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation. In the past, those who foolishly sought power by riding the back of the tiger ended up inside. The world is very different now. For man holds in his mortal hands the power to abolish all forms of human poverty and all forms of human life. And yet the same revolutionary beliefs for which our forebears fought are still at issue around the globe. Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, in order to assure the survival and the success of liberty.


“To those nations who would make themselves our adversary, we offer not a pledge but a request: that both sides begin anew the quest for peace, before the dark powers of destruction engulf all humanity. Let us never negotiate out of fear. But let us never fear to negotiate. Let both sides seek to invoke the wonders of science instead of its terrors. Together let us explore the stars, conquer the deserts, eradicate disease, tap the ocean depths, and encourage the arts and commerce. All this will not be finished in the first one hundred days. Nor will it be finished in the first one thousand days, nor in the life of this administration, nor even perhaps in our lifetime on this planet. But let us begin.


“The energy, the faith, the devotion which we bring to this endeavor will light our country and all who serve it—and the glow from that fire can truly light the world. And so, my fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.”





The crowd applauds, and the new President is attacked by an octopus of handshakes. One of them must be the Old Bastard—he was only a few feet away, on the podium—but, when the President scans the faces, he can’t see the grey old man anywhere, so he has uttered his last and melted into history, a curtain of snow falling across him as it fell across his image blanked by interference on the TV screen in last night’s delirium, and the President is escorted back to the motorcade, his sojourn in the open air having been all too brief. He would have liked to have walked back to the White House, but pain revisits his back as the anesthetic injections wear off, and nowadays he can only walk a hundred yards or so at most, so he bends into the limousine and the agent closes the door on the clear, cold air, which now turns to leather.


The President occupies a box, waving out through glass, but he feels a great sense of hope for his country and for himself. He believes the work carried out in the next few years will change the whole world for the better. He has an idea for an organization called the Peace Corps, which will give idealistic young men and women the chance to dedicate their skills abroad, to carry his message to the poor and dispossessed of the world that the great powers must hold out a hand not a gun, and perhaps he should have mentioned it in his address, but he’s merely being jittery, because he knows the speech went well, and the First Lady smiles at him proudly as they glide along Constitution Avenue to their new home.


Later, in the Oval Office, secretaries unpack boxes while workmen maneuver his desk into place. His wife brings the children to see him, and he plays a game with his daughter that’s a hybrid of hide-and-seek and peekaboo, Caroline being too young to obey the rules of the former and too old to be entertained by the latter, and then, when his wife says that she ought to take them away, he asks them to promise to return soon, because this office resembles yet another cell, another interior, and he wants them to have the run of the place so he doesn’t feel so isolated. He places his arm round his wife’s shoulders, kissing the side of her thick dark hair, smelling it, and gazing down at their son, whom she cradles.


The President’s first executive order doubles the federal food ration to the poor, a secret promise made to himself when campaigning in West Virginia, where he and his wife were shocked by the sight of countrymen who appeared to live as if in the previous century or on an undeveloped continent, whose children brought home food from school to share with their hungry families. By the end of his first full day, he suffers dry eyes, a runny nose and a sore throat, triggered by his allergy to house dust, which customarily flares up quite severely during initial habitation of a new home or office, it being a straightforward matter to take antihistamines until his immune system becomes desensitized.


As the real work begins, the President discovers that the country really is in as big of a mess as he claimed in his campaign, so he orders his team of close advisors to compile a list of all the idiots, obstructionists and deadwood in every division of government, which the President dubs the “shit list,” but soon the mandarins of intelligence and the military distract him with bulletins on their force of fifteen hundred exiled freedom fighters training to carry out an amphibious landing from which they will stir an uprising against the dictator of a certain foreign power. Naturally the President would like to see the downfall of every tyrant, and he possesses no obstructive affection for this particular republic, his days long gone of vacationing on the island for the purposes of gambling, whoring and screwing the Italian ambassador’s wife (or was it the Spanish?), but he’s equally opposed to the idea of our own military participating in the operation, given that his quest to win the respect of peoples of alien ideology has only just begun, and it would advance his cause not one jot to be seen interfering in the self-determination of a sovereign state with the odious violence of an imperialist, particularly given it’s plain for the world to see that this particular dictator is better characterized as a thorn in America’s flesh than a dagger through our heart.




But the Central Intelligence Agency and the Joint Chiefs of Staff are convinced the operation will be a surgical decapitation, after which the citizenry will gladly embrace the freedom with which it has been presented.


As the President sits in his rocking chair with a face waxen at the effort involved in concealing the agonizing spasms down his spine, he asks, “How do we know the people will welcome the postinvasion regime?”


The CIA Director says simply, “Why wouldn’t they, Mr. President?”


Afterward the President struggles to his feet and presses his palms hard against the lower portion of his back brace as he attempts to arch rearward, but there is no relief, only unremitting pain, so he asks Mrs. Lincoln to contact the First Lady urgently, while he stumbles through to the small private study adjacent to the Oval Office, wherein his wife arrives a few minutes later to discover him prostrate on the floor struggling to untie the seam of his back brace.


She helps him release the brace, and then they pull down his pants to give a painkilling shot in each buttock, after which she kneads the hollows of his lower back, endeavoring to pry open the iron grip of muscle spasm, while he waits for the anesthetic to take effect.


Then he returns to work.


That evening, in the Residence, his wife insists he receive a visit from a doctor. Instead he summons two. Adm. B. advocates surgery as the only definitive treatment, followed an hour later by Dr. T., who declares surgery will almost certainly render the President a cripple. If one laid all the physicians in the world end-to-end, they wouldn’t reach a conclusion, this being the subject’s reason for being as promiscuous with doctors as he is with women. He goes to bed with painkillers, but wakes in the night, his back in spasm again, so he slides out onto the floor, trying not to raise a sound that might disturb the children sleeping in the next room, but the gasps of pain from stretching and bending wake his wife, who puts his favorite record on their old Victrola, the music turned down to a whisper, as she rubs muscles that are hard as the stone-cold floor underlying the bedroom carpet.


 


THE SUBJECT MET his future wife at a dinner party hosted by a mutual friend when he was a junior senator and she was employed as a roving camera reporter, an occupation that involved approaching strangers on the streets and in the meeting places of the capital, with the purpose of capturing their reactions to the lighter news stories of the day, which he purported to find admirable, as is only sensible when meeting someone for the first time who also happens to be a beautiful young woman, to which she responded that it was a temporary diversion, as she wished to pursue a career in serious journalism but her youth and good looks were obstacles to being taken seriously. “Then I’m certain to go far,” he joked.


Her name, Jacqueline, she pronounced in the French style. She was intelligent but shy, a luminous presence that outshone everyone at dinner that night, so first he asked her for the asparagus and then for a date. They saw each other on and off for the next two years, during which he often worked evenings and weekends, while her wanderlust took her to Europe for a time, so their courtship was intermittent, weeks often elapsing between dates, though, when it got late in a bar somewhere, he’d fish a fistful of coins from his pocket and, despite frequently going home with some girl he’d picked up, there was only one woman he kept on calling, and one woman he ever seriously considered for the permanent position.


He lies face down, feeling her hands squeeze his flesh but blind to her expression, and remembers he could never be sure in the early months of their relationship whether she understood the depth of his compulsion, but even at that stage she must have capitulated to the fact, almost as if she expected it in a man like him, an expectation developed from her father’s philandering, and possibly finding herself subconsciously attracted to a similar type. Whatever her reasons, she decided marriage was worth the risk of heartbreak, just as he now lies twisted in agony from an office he has craved but that rides him harder than fitter men.


She is the only woman he’s let witness his vulnerability. Because he’s suffered sickness all his life, he’s been taken ill in the presence of girlfriends before, and there have been times when his back interrupted sex, sometimes with consequences that in retrospect were comical, but on those occasions, rather than admit his infirmity, he preferred to leave the girl believing she was to blame, unless she happened to be a particularly decent type, in which case the story of a back wrecked by a war wound might be acknowledged in a superficial sort of a way, rather like the fellow in The Sun Also Rises. Only the subject’s wife is fully au fait with the complete extent of his infirmities, alone against the various members of his family who have witnessed his episodes over the years but no longer receive his intimacy, and alone against the various medical professionals who have come, scratched their heads, argued among themselves and done precious little, none ever quite grasping the whole story of this body lurching into premature decrepitude. Although no doubt she would wish for a husband blessed with rude health, his wife has learned to accept her lot, as has he. Where perhaps they might differ is that he would include his sexual proclivities within the spectrum of his physical stigmata. He can no more dispel his compulsively active libido than he can wish hormones from his adrenal glands.


In the morning, however, he must act as though his glands are pumping, his intestines carrying out pain-free digestion and his back providing solid support. The subject continues to suffer a mild allergic reaction to the dust and dander of his new surroundings, stimulating a dry cough that particularly troubles him in the evenings.


At 7 A.M. he enters the family dining room in the Residence, where they breakfast together; he explains to their daughter he was unable to read her a bedtime story last night because of work but makes it up by walking hand in hand with her along the West Colonnade, where she spends a few minutes exploring the Rose Garden, excitedly crunching tiny shoe prints into the frosty lawn, and then they continue into his office, where the acts of concealment begin, as the steroids, painkillers and amphetamines flooding his system permit him to project an image of vigorous health. He allows Caroline the run of the Oval Office while he finishes reading the newspapers, then he lifts her up onto his knee to kiss her bye-bye before the nanny conveys her back to the Residence, so he can study the latest set of documents relating to the invasion.


The Joint Chiefs of Staff of the Army, Navy, Air Force and Marines troop into the Oval Office, followed by the Director of the CIA and his Chief of Operations, to give a progress report.


The President says, “The code name Bumpy Road sounds unwelcomely prophetic, gentlemen. I wonder if this is some form of reverse psychology on the part of the CIA, and in future I can expect to be advised of Operation Abject Failure and Operation Political Suicide.”


They chuckle, and then continue to persuade the President that the surgical excision of the dictator will be a great success.


The President asks, “How many men do you estimate he can mount in a counterattack?”


“Twenty-five thousand, Mr. President,” answers the Director of the CIA.


“Mr. Dulles, it doesn’t take Price Waterhouse to figure out twenty-five thousand against fifteen hundred amounts to pretty good odds for him and pretty rum ones for us.”


The Director describes how the invasion will lead to a popular uprising, yet the President treats his argument with the same suspicion he regards the term “military intelligence,” the most mordant oxymoron in the idiom of government, because the CIA and the Joint Chiefs are cut from the same cloth as the men who killed his elder brother, a pilot blown to smithereens flying a mission carrying an explosive payload primed with a hair trigger that could be tripped by a bump of turbulence, who equally resemble the generals and admirals who prosecuted the war in the Pacific, safe ashore, pursuing strategies that caused thousands upon thousands of needless casualties, among them the crew of the President’s own command, a torpedo boat ripped in half by a destroyer, ruining the President’s back and drowning two of his men. Now the generals begin a discussion of exact numbers and how the uprising will unfold, while the President wonders if any of these men, despite the fruit salad splayed across their chests, has spent nights on the black ocean listening out for the rumble of vessels a hundred times your size, if any of these men have seen comrades consumed by fire. Their conversation halts abruptly, and the President surfaces from his reverie hearing his own fingers drumming impatiently on the arm of his rocking chair.


Alone again later, the President limps to the window and stretches his back, peering over the South Lawn toward the Washington Monument, tracking the vehicles sailing along Constitution Avenue, but he hears not a sound through the bulletproof glass, nor feels a breath of the wind that choreographs fallen leaves into a thousand dead hands waving.


At the end of each working day, the President leaves the door into his secretary’s office ajar as a signal he’s available to the staff, and through the gap he observes his Press Secretary talking to an attractive young woman in the hall outside. Mrs. Lincoln presents the President with tomorrow’s engagements for approval, and lastly she hands over some personal letters, one of which bears a sender’s address they both recognize, though Mrs. Lincoln discreetly lays the envelope on his desk as if it carries no significance, the envelope remaining sealed unlike the rest of his mail, which she quite properly vets, then she withdraws to her office, shutting the interfacing door to grant privacy for the President to do what he will with the letter, which, after a moment’s hesitation, is to open the envelope, to slide out a colorful card of “Good Luck in Your New Home!” with a short greeting on the back that appears to be written with lipstick and her name signed in the bottom right corner.




The President hasn’t seen Marilyn since a few weeks before the election, initially giving her the excuse that he’d become too busy with the campaign, and thereafter being noncommittal when she telegraphed CONGRATULATIONS! which she followed by placing a call to his transitional offices, though it was never clear to him how she obtained the number, but obviously during that time he wasn’t so busy that it would have been impossible to manufacture an assignation, either at Palm Beach or on the West Coast, instead the issue being the magnitude of Marilyn’s celebrity and the concomitant challenges to a discreet liaison now he’s been elected, the bittersweet irony being that, had he lost, he could have spent any number of blissful days in Beverly Hills screwing her brains out and no one would have cared a damn.


Truthfully he was seeking an exit, as she was beginning to resent her role in the chorus line of casual lays and wanted to audition for the lead, the prods, hints and neediness of which were becoming somewhat of a drag, climaxing with their assignation the night he secured the nomination, such that it was becoming quite the challenge for him not to appear as if he didn’t really give a damn for her, which might sound incredible given her status as the country’s foremost sex symbol, yet one of the lessons learned in a career of fornication is that one mustn’t be intimidated by a woman’s beauty, and certainly not by her overt sexuality, since the appearance of such is a clear statement of her insecurity. A woman like Marilyn is so accustomed to every man in the room wanting to sleep with her that she is imbalanced when they don’t, becoming anxious that her face is no longer fresh or her figure no longer firm, to the point where one must tread the fine line between appearing to want to sleep with her while also appearing not so very desperate to.




In Marilyn’s case, he found himself adept at striking this balance, for it has been his practice for many years now to treat every woman the same—with the obvious and magnificent exception of his wife. Moreover, it would appear that if one sleeps with one actress or model, it secures a pass to such encounters with their peers. These women receive so many advances in the course of their average week that their methodology for selecting the appropriate suitor appears to be fashioned from herd mentality, where what’s good enough for one is good enough for all, and it is also possible that, once a man has secured a liaison with one of these starlets, the others regard him as a means by which to legitimize their status within the herd. Strict adherence to a policy of treating all women the same, however beautiful, necessitates the corollary of not appearing unduly diminished by the fact that one particular starlet or another proves impervious to his charm—or a political aide or a housewife, for that matter—because the smooth cogs of philandering turn on the grease of inconsequential encounters, the gears crunching if rejection is given undue importance. Instead each tooth must turn over in smooth rotation, he to the next model or aide or housewife, and the starlet, who regardless of their conversation has been scanning over his shoulder for the bigger, better deal, to her next sugar daddy.


None of this invective should necessarily be construed as a description of Marilyn, certainly not in her current incarnation, having been a starlet ten years ago but long since having surpassed the diminutive (in any sense of the word), and, on that evening in Los Angeles last July, when, having secured the Democratic nomination to seek the presidency, the subject addressing eighty thousand supporters in the Coliseum, it was abundantly clear there was no bigger, better deal in town. His wife was unable to fly to the convention, in accordance with medical caution regarding her pregnancy. His unaccompanied status ordinarily affords an opportunity to call up some old girlfriends and find a couple of new ones, but the intense, round-the-clock workload of horse-trading old votes and campaigning for new ones took precedence, so that he found himself in that dangerously vulnerable state of being alone in a hotel room late at night, ingesting painkillers with whiskey shots, each day growing more tired and more horny, till fortunately he encountered a coed volunteer: later, in private, taking her by the hand, she responded eagerly to the signal, after which he unzipped his fly and apologized that, owing to the convention schedule, there wasn’t time for foreplay.


The invigorating effect of her company was short-lived, however, and he continued to tire, to the extent that he became less forceful in his delivery on the convention floor, this weariness being an intractable problem at that time, prior to receiving the services of Dr. Feelgood, a problem irrecoverable by the roar of the crowd or the excitement of the occasion, since the adrenal surge that his rivals experience never visits him, so instead he relied on the sluggish metabolic shove of cortisone tablets, and in victory he was as much drained as elated, the ascent to the podium sapping his final reserves, whereupon, at a celebration thrown by mutual friends, Marilyn made a surprise appearance and in the possessiveness of her first kiss he understood she regarded his victory as hers too, and, though he should have known better, the subject was in no condition to resist. When a man grows accustomed to a woman sexually, he takes her for granted, beautiful or not, sex symbol or not, and, by virtue of his strict adherence to a policy of not being dazzled by her, he should not be blind to the reason for dumping her, which, in Marilyn’s case, was simply that she was the most photographed woman in the land and he was seeking election to its highest office.


But, now, in reading her card, he strives to recall that body, that face, those lips, feeling a surge of desire and curiosity as one would in discovering buried treasures. Though he doesn’t generally forget the loot he’s uncovered, as time passes, the memory becomes less vivid—less vivid visually but not semiotically—so that he can still ascribe the attribute but can’t quite picture it: the sharpness of her cheekbones, say, when he associates cheekbones with her beauty or the trimness of her stomach when he recalls her athletic figure, perhaps because these memories reside in the primitive pathways of his brain, where they made their first impression, and over a period of absence then a reversion occurs toward their first encounter when, in noticing the girl’s breasts or her rear, he felt that first surge of desire and curiosity. With Marilyn, although he does not deny being motivated partly by the challenge of bedding a sex symbol, an entry underlined on any womanizer’s curriculum vitae, irrespective of how good a lay she was per se: notwithstanding this consideration, the surge he felt in that moment of first meeting and later that moment of first intimacy was still the commonplace desire to explore what lay beneath the surface, but now, as he holds the card in his hand bearing her lipstick greeting, those wondrous discoveries have faded to a dim library of volumes he’s eager to reopen, once more bathed by a gush that ignites his inflamed tubing.


 


IN THE HALL, he sees the pretty young aide again, advancing with a file of papers from the direction of the Press Staff offices, so he smiles and says, “Pierre’s working you too hard,” to which she blushes and halts in the guilty embarrassment of being caught by the hall monitor, while, presumably on hearing the President’s voice, the agent stationed outside his office turns to check to whom he’s talking and, hearing his name uttered by the President, the Press Secretary ventures out from his office, all of which causes the President to respond with embarrassment that propels him swiftly through the most immediate exit, the Fish Room (so named as President Roosevelt kept an aquarium here, and the President continues the tradition with a stuffed ten-foot sailfish he hooked off Acapulco—on his honeymoon, an auspice of bountiful catches untrammeled by married life), wherein he finds himself in yet another box, with yet another erection, contemplating how he’s fallen from a man who’s lain with goddesses to one forbidden to utter two words to an intern.


The subject has not suffered this degree of sexual abstinence in twenty years, causing headaches, nausea, diarrhea and urinary inflammation. That evening he hosts a diplomatic reception, with the First Lady resplendent in a new ball gown, charming as ever toward their guests, after which she helps him off with the back brace in their bedroom. He swallows two painkillers, plus his nightly cortisone dose, an antibiotic and a sleeping tablet, the last prescribed by Dr. T. because it also bears muscle relaxant properties. He brushes her belly but she winces, then she kisses him goodnight and rolls over to sleep, while he lies awake, coughing.


In the morning he’s desperate for fresh air, his clothes reeking of liquor and cigar smoke from last night’s reception, but he trudges along the West Colonnade hand in hand with his daughter, where she asks why the pond at the foot of the South Lawn, which has risen with melting snow, is not home to any ducks, because she remembers feeding the ducks when they lived in Georgetown, but what she doesn’t like about her big new house is that the ducks have gone away, so, after he’s kissed her bye-bye, he asks Mrs. Lincoln if they can’t get some ducks for the pond, to which she says, “What breed of ducks, Mr. President?”


“Ones that go, ‘Quack,’” he says before proceeding into the Cabinet Room.


According to the CIA, the Joint Chiefs and some Cabinet members, a threat to national security is gathering abroad, in the form of dangerous and extremist ideology. They seem so strongly convinced the President begins to wonder if his toxemia has enslaved him to a delusion that the rationality of government has been usurped and the mice have taken over the experiment.


In the Residence that night, the President reads Caroline a bedtime story, while the First Lady tends to John Jr., who won’t settle, and, once he’s finished the story, the President goes to his lad, grateful that he’s awake so he can hold him while his wife kisses Caroline goodnight and turns out her light. The President carries John Jr. through to the Oval Room, wherein his wife sits on one of the central sofas and he slowly eases himself down into one of the chairs with a rigid, upright backrest, rocking the baby and letting him suckle his finger until he falls asleep, after which the President and the First Lady take supper in the dining room, the First Lady enjoying a glass of sauvignon with their meal, then a cigarette.


After dinner, the press aide returns to the President’s thoughts, leading him to fantasize he is back in his previous life, where such issues could be addressed so simply. He would send an invitation through the Press Secretary for the staff to come for drinks at a comfortable bar nearby, at which he would make the acquaintance of them all equally, thereafter grouping with the senior males, a calculation to project to his target the boisterous humor of a man’s man combined with vividly comparing the superior physical attributes—height, trim figure, lush hair—of the alpha male, only later in the evening involving her in direct conversation, first by noting some good work she has carried out, then asking her about herself, then making physical contact to gauge whether she might be receptive to an advance, and finally, as he drinks little on such occasions (liquor inflames his stomach lining, causing severe heartburn and peptic ulcers), he will offer to drive her home. Usually, to spare the mutual embarrassment of ending the evening on a rejection, he will signal his sexual interest before they get in the car or, at the latest, before he walks her up to her apartment, with the final proviso being that in prior exchanges he has ascertained her domestic arrangements in case he needs to borrow a colleague’s apartment or check them in to a hotel. But such an evening is denied—the presidential motorcade snaking back to a Georgetown apartment block at midnight would hardly allow for a discreet assignation—so the subject suppresses thoughts of the pretty young press aide and retires in a delirium of frustration.


 


IN THE MORNING Caroline wakes to a surprise: instead of their customary walk along the colonnade to the West Wing, they stroll across the South Lawn to the pond, leading her mother who conveys her baby brother in a stroller, where she is delighted to discover a small colony of ducks, and, to add to her delight, the President produces from his pocket a bag of bread bits. She feeds the ducks while John shifts snugly in his chariot, and, when the President returns to the Cabinet Room, some of the members are already discussing how the invaded land can be carved up into lucrative contracts for American corporations.


Toxemia keeps bubbling in the President’s head and gut and back and bladder. His dry cough is keeping him awake at night. He lays out a rainbow of pills and ingests medication to dull the headaches and quell the inflammation, but gets no relief. The next morning delirium fogs his perception of the generals; he cannot distinguish the elephant of analysis from the tiger of advocacy. A woman crosses the hall as he walks out of the Cabinet Room with his advisors, and for a moment he contemplates what it might cost him to follow her into an office and draw the blinds. Instead he spends the afternoon in closed meetings with senior officials, but not one is opposed to the idea of invasion, not one believes it will be anything other than a resounding success, and so he gives the order for the army to cross the Gulf.
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