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One







NOT LONG AGO, on a hot morning in late May, Trudy Hopedale telephoned, interrupting my work. She wanted me to dig up the names of famous people who had been guests in her house way back when. “I’ve been telling everyone that Lincoln liked to drop by,” she said, with a charming giggle, “and General Patton. And that friend of Roosevelt’s—I can’t remember his name. Archie Butt? Could you find out for me?”


I usually try to help Trudy, because Trudy will do whatever she can to help me. Trudy and Roger Hopedale are almost the finest pair in Washington, and even though it’s gotten very hard for me to work with so many interruptions, turning down a request from either Hopedale was unthinkable.


“Also, we’re having a few people over for dinner tomorrow, and wondered if you were free,” Trudy continued, mentioning the names of her guests, almost all of whom I knew by name.


I accepted her late invitation right away (I almost always did) and, as usual, felt mild guilt at my inability to reciprocate. The Hopedales have a grand house, on P Street near Thirty-first. I live on the west side of Wisconsin Avenue, close to the university with its complement of noisy, intoxicated students. The Hopedales have space to entertain and, I believe, five bedrooms upstairs; I have two bedrooms, one of which serves as my study, and almost no room for guests, although the downstairs leads out onto a brick patio where I can serve drinks and hors d’oeuvres if the weather cooperates, which it rarely does.


“That’s so sweet of you, to take the time,” she said, and hung up, seemingly unaware that I had to set aside my own research in order to consummate this favor. I stared at a red spot above my wrist, the result of being bitten that morning by a mosquito; although I tried not to worry, I was aware, as everyone was, of the outbreak of West Nile encephalitis along the East Coast. All mosquitoes looked the same, but I knew that some were potentially deadly and that my bite might be a bad one.


As I say, I usually try to do whatever I can to help the Hopedales, who, in the past three years, have come to play such an important part in my life. I had met Trudy and Roger when I set out to write a biography of Garret Augustus Hobart—William McKinley’s vice president—and after I discovered that Hobart had briefly lived in the Hopedales’ house, I telephoned them out of the blue and impetuously asked for a tour. Once the Hopedales got past the idea that a stranger wanted to inspect their rooms, and that some historical clue might emerge, they could not have been nicer, and our friendship sprang up almost instantaneously. I suspect that is what launched Trudy’s interest in local history.


A word about Trudy Hopedale, in case there’s anyone who doesn’t know who she is: First, she is an attractive woman, with sleek dark hair, although parts of her body are perhaps one size too large. I’m actually not sure how old she is, but I would guess about forty-five; it’s hard to tell at that age. Roger of course comes from another generation—he’s at least fifteen years Trudy’s senior—and there were times, during their dinner parties, when he would look wearily at his wife, as if she were an eccentric appliance and he had lost the off button. This inner energy was a trait that served Trudy well in her job as a television hostess, where she was expected to bubble, as she put it, on cue. But even off camera, Trudy was likely to bubble; that was part of her appeal. Roger of course has been in the Foreign Service for nearly forty years, and he wrote a distinguished book called The Edge of American Power: The Paradox of Supremacy, which few took note of, probably because dozens of other books had roughly the same title. I’ve begun to worry about Roger, because he told me not long ago that he’s working on a novel—something made up—and I think that he wants me to read it. Although he’s still officially in the Foreign Service, he stays home a lot and seems, if I’m to be honest, a little lost.


I know that when Trudy asked for her favor, I ought to have resented the intrusion; there had been far too many of them and my research in the last year or so has barely progressed. The truth, however, is that I was not entirely sorry at having an excuse to change subjects. In fact, after three years, and with deep regret, I was close to abandoning Hobart, out of a fear that there was nothing very interesting about his life. I know that some people in our circle consider me a dilettante, possibly because of my special area of interest, the vice presidency, but I also knew that the best refutation would be my own scholarship—that is, if I could just get going.













Two







I HAVE A TELEVISION career too, a modest one, and for that I do blame Trudy Hopedale. “I know you love the attention!” she says to tease me, but in fact the pleasure is fleeting and the toll it takes is significant. My commentaries may be instructive, but I doubt that anyone pays much attention to them or long remembers their content.


Trudy’s People is on every day at noon, and she says that her ratings are excellent, although I’ve heard the opposite. Someone must have been watching, though, because about a year ago I was asked to become a historical analyst (my term) for CBS, most often for national events that require the focus, as it were, of a wide-angle eye. Because of these not infrequent appearances, all of which rob me of uncounted productive hours, I’m occasionally recognized on the street or at the Safeway. I’ve discovered that simple recognition—“I’ve seen you someplace…”—is a form of power and realize that the pleasure I derive from it is a sign of personal weakness. Trudy doesn’t believe me when I say that I’m troubled by the phenomenon of cheap celebrity and she just repeats, “You love it, you love it, you love it!”


One of Trudy’s charms is the skill with which she conceals herself, much like an exotic dancer. It gives her an aspect of mystery, and even when I learn something new about her, even something scurrilous, it only makes her more elusive. I hear most of the anti-Trudy gossip from people who are jealous of the Hopedales. That is quite a long list and, as Trudy sometimes reminds me, she is very particular about her circle; those who are left out tend to turn on those inside. I feel very lucky to be inside the Hopedale circle.


 


ALTHOUGH I’VE ONLY known Trudy and Roger for three years, their house brings back memories. It’s not a historic house by Georgetown standards—it was built in 1855, for a southern senator named Pearce, whose diaries could be of inestimable help if I were ever to explore the antebellum period—and much of the structure has been subtly altered to conform to modern times. The former servants’ quarters, for instance, are now home to Trudy’s pale blue Mercedes SLK. The library was long ago scattered to relatives and booksellers and became the room where Roger and Trudy, who bought the house in 1984, a century after Senator Pearce’s death, have installed their flat-screen television. But the living and dining rooms are relatively unchanged, and of course it is there that one finds a center of Georgetown social life.


Not, I quickly add, that Georgetown’s social life is very stimulating these days. Nearly eight years with the Clintons have certainly narrowed our conversational range, and far too many dinner parties include discussions of oral sex and stained dresses, thongs, and “completion.” As one witty woman remarked, all that detail is hard to take while munching on a salad covered with ranch dressing. (To that, Trudy said, “Ugh!”) We’ve all become weary of the Clintons, and Trudy and Roger—neither of whom reads much history—blame the Clintons themselves for that. I tend to blame the age that we live in, which happens to be inhabited by people like the Clintons, and as this summer wears on, I’m sure that people will finally turn toward the future and the November election.


Yet most people don’t seem really to care who gets into the White House. Roger, who knows George W. Bush and worships his father, told me that the young Bush has a “wicked sense of humor” and he wants him to win. My friend Walter Listing—if I have a tutor in this town, it’s probably Walter—wants the second Bush too; he thinks that will mean another chance for him to “make a difference.” (Walter had been an important intimate of President Reagan and now runs a consulting business downtown, but what he most wants is to return to his weaponry specialty at the Pentagon.) I’m not sure what Roger wants. Ambassadorships have always eluded him, but his résumé includes several foreign postings, including two in Central America, and George H. W. Bush once consulted him on tangled negotiations regarding border disputes—experiences that contributed to his thoughtful book. I don’t know what ended Roger’s first marriage, or what brought Roger and Trudy together, but I always intended to find out.
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ONE REALLY COMES to understand the Hopedales’ world when Roger and Trudy have their Fourth of July barbecue, where just about everyone shows up. Members of past administrations cling to Washington like rings on the inside of a tub, and in two or three hours, it is possible to move through several decades.


Their barbecue is an elaborate production. The backyard is covered with tents and chairs and a corner of the lawn is reserved for a pit, where pork is mined in huge quantities. Elsewhere, you can find all the traditional American foods—potato and macaroni salad, coleslaw, corn, and fritters, alongside sliced turkey, ham, and fried chicken. But this list cannot suggest the elegance of the surroundings, the attentiveness of the help, or the cheerfulness of the music, supplied by retired musicians from military bands. As the light in the sky begins to fade and the band strikes up something from its repertoire of Sousa marches, Trudy and Roger lead the guests in a small parade around the grounds and one feels that something magical is occurring, even before the fireworks begin. I’ve been to three of these occasions, and every year I’m grateful to be part of it.


This year, though, the Hopedales have decided to skip the barbecue—the political conventions and all the rest make it too difficult—and so their essential party will not return until the summer of 2001. I don’t like it when the order of things is changed, when traditions are set aside, and I suppose that partly explains the mixture of near panic and dread that’s dominated my mood in recent days. A fuller explanation, though, still escapes me.
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IT IS TIME TO SAY a little about myself, starting with my birth in 1966, in Enola, Pennsylvania, not far from the state capital, and my name, Donald Frizzé. My father was a brain surgeon (he invented the Frizzé scalpel, with its myriad applications), and his royalties, while not immense, were enough to guarantee our comfort. My mother, like myself a compulsive reader of history, always encouraged me to study and to ask questions. After the malpractice suit, my parents retired and moved to Sea Island, Georgia, and I try to visit them whenever I have the time.


I was precocious. Even in elementary school, my homework papers focused on the great issues of war, peace, and diplomacy. I attended my father’s alma mater, Darleigh College, in western Massachusetts, and my faculty adviser was the eminent presidential historian G. Buster Morgenmount, whose biographies of Tyler, Lincoln, Harrison, Cleveland (two volumes), Wilson, Taft, one Roosevelt, Eisenhower, and Ford fill the shelves of any library worthy of the name. Professor Morgenmount was a patient guide and gave invaluable advice when I struggled to finish my senior thesis—an apparently revisionist examination of the life of John Nance Garner.


Professor Morgenmount urged me to pursue an academic career in our field, and we frequently discussed my life after college. He had a habit of stopping in midsentence, as if he were trying to remember something, and then peering at me with unnerving intensity, patting my hand as I attempted a reply. His office felt small, and it seemed to shrink whenever he added books by other presidential historians, some of which (those farthest back or closest to the ceiling) were covered with moth wings and had little papers jutting out to mark forgotten citations. Over time, I came to view my professor’s life and work with much admiration but little enthusiasm. While we both could become excited by burrowing into the dry documents of the past, I realized that I needed something more—the powerful odor of contemporary life—to accompany my excavations.


“I worry that you’re going to disappoint me, Donald,” Professor Morgenmount said not long before my graduation, as if he sensed my plan to become an independent scholar. When he made such remarks, I would get that stare of his and that pat of his hand. With his long, straight nose, tangled gray eyebrows, and the deep solemnity of his fixed gaze, G. Buster Morgenmount resembled a portrait of a nineteenth-century statesman.


Of course I didn’t require a salaried position, academic or otherwise; the Frizzé scalpel gave me the sort of financial security that Professor Morgenmount would never know. But his opinion mattered to me, and now and then, as if to prepare him for my ultimate decision, I pointed out that whatever career choice I made, I was young enough to change course and perhaps would return to campus life. At that, he nodded, stroked my wrist, and said, “I’m sure you can write popular books and find important new friends, but I fear for your serious scholarship.”


When he expressed such misgivings, I assured him that I intended to be serious and that my respect for him and his work would always influence my scholarship.


 


THE WEEK BEFORE graduation, I informed Professor Morgenmount of my decision to become a vice presidential historian and, within this uncharted area, to chronicle the lives of truly forgotten men who were, for a time, so close to the presidency. I tried to read his baffled expression as I told him this, and I had no reply ready when he said, “For Christ’s sake, Donald, who the fuck cares?”


He must have known how these words could affect my self-confidence and, furthermore, that I wouldn’t argue with someone I respected so deeply. My only response, I realized, was my work, which became my complete focus. My first book, published five years ago, was of course Benjamin Harrison’s Sidekick, a life of Vice President Levi Morton the man who drove the first rivet into the Statue of Liberty. My Morton biography was praised in several scholarly journals, and a respected critic used the phrase “This will certainly remain the standard work for Mortonians.” But it still rankles that at least one reviewer raised doubts about the originality of my scholarship. Apparently, another Levi Morton biography had appeared in the early twentieth century, but I’m almost certain that I never saw it; it’s been out of print for years, and I was actually surprised to learn that copies remained extant. The coincidental overlaps of phrasing and quotation are the sort of oddity that haunts all historians. Perhaps I’m too sensitive, but it hurt that I never heard a word of encouragement from Professor Morgenmount, to whom I dedicated the book, and I suspect that he may have envied my youth, energy, and family wealth.


I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished, although I realize that it’s come at a personal cost. I’ve reached the age of thirty-four with no family of my own and a life subsumed by work. I date women, of course, and Trudy and others keep trying to “fix me up,” but I’ve yet to find someone with whom I’ve really clicked. My romantic life is a mystery to Trudy Hopedale (I know that she wonders about—I hate that word!—my sexuality), and I intend to keep it that way; I adore Trudy, but she loves to talk about her friends and acquaintances with fascinating indiscretion. Gossip is the gasoline of this town, and I don’t intend to provide Trudy Hopedale with any fresh fuel concerning myself.
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THAT LITTLE DINNER at the Hopedales was no different from countless others, but by the time I got home, a little after nine-thirty, I was already disturbed by my recollection of the evening, as if it had been a dream in which I’d misbehaved. There were eight of us, and not a comfortable mix: Roger and Trudy, of course; Senator Ricardo Willingham, an overweight Republican from the Midwest—he appeared to be in his fifties—who had recently been a guest on Trudy’s television program; a young White House aide named Jeremy and his wife, who was quite pretty but looked as if she hadn’t slept in weeks; Roger’s mother, Henrietta, whom Trudy always seated between herself and Roger, almost as if they wished to silence her (one could always sense tension between Trudy and Henrietta); and Jennifer Pouch, a reporter for the Washington Post and an old friend of Trudy’s. I’d met Jennifer several times and—I know this sounds immodest—it was fairly clear that she was interested in me. It’s a pity that she’s not my type, although technically she is attractive and only a few years older. I’m not a bad-looking fellow, or so I’ve been told; at least one newspaper article has referred to me as a “brilliant, dashing, wavy-haired historian.” I enjoy these compliments, up to a point.


Sometimes dinners with Roger and Trudy were insubstantial but accompanied by enough wit and pleasantry to save the evening; sometimes the discussions were deeply thoughtful, as the men and women of our town discussed with surprising depth the events that shape our nation’s purpose. But on this particular night, nothing went as it should, and now and then, when clouds of silence passed over the table and I noticed Trudy frowning (and her mother-in-law glaring, sometimes at Trudy), I tried to think of ways to rescue the occasion. Every attempt failed, and so I finally fell back on the Clintons. When I asked Jeremy, the White House aide, what he was planning to do after the election, the chubby senator interrupted and said, “He has disgraced us all, that man, with his lies and abominable behavior.”


Jeremy glared at Willingham and said, “You people will do anything to destroy this president.”


“Clearly not enough,” the senator replied.


At this exchange, which sounded even uglier than it looks in my recording of it, Trudy seemed alarmed. Then, in her most soothing voice, she said, “I think we all need time to recover from Bill and Hillary.”


“So ugly and dirty,” the senator said.


“Soiled,” Roger Hopedale said, as he joined this discussion. “The Clintons have soiled our town, and we’ll pay for that long after they’re gone.”


Washington, as any historian will tell you, is a place that is perpetually soiled, as it were. Still, my host was making the pronouncement, and so I nodded respectfully, as if agreeing.


“We can’t wait to leave this dirty, soiled town,” Jeremy said with an ironic sneer, and his wife, although she said nothing, looked more miserable than she had all evening.


The senator and the White House aide glared again at each other and Roger glanced nervously at Trudy. When Roger’s mother said, “I think you’re all jealous of Bill Clinton because he’s a real man,” Trudy pretended not to hear, while I tried politely to acknowledge Henrietta’s modest contribution with a slow nod. When I looked over at Jennifer Pouch, I saw that she was yawning, and not very subtly, either. Jennifer’s demeanor, I realized, was slightly predatory, and even more so with her mouth gaping; as she gripped a fork, I noticed that her fingernails were bitten to their ragged ends. She had brown hair streaked blond, which made her look tigerish.


“I’m much more interested in their marriage,” Trudy said, but no one responded. When she asked, “Does anyone really think they still sleep together?” I saw Jennifer Pouch yawn yet again. “I guess it always comes down to Bill Clinton’s penis,” Trudy finally said, gaily. I laughed perhaps too loudly at that and so, to my surprise, did the exhausted-looking wife of the White House aide. But no one else said anything, and in the horrid silence (though it lasted only seconds) Jennifer Pouch smiled mischievously at me, actually more a smirk than a smile, and yawned again. I must have momentarily assumed an expression of sympathetic boredom, because a moment later, Jennifer winked broadly. I had hoped that this wordless exchange—the smirk, the yawn, the wink—had gone unnoticed, but Trudy misses very little; she had seen every gesture and response, and she let me know, in a quiet, fiery way, that we’d been caught in the act of insulting the hostess. That, I believe, was something that Trudy took more seriously than almost anyone. I also suspect that she saw Jennifer pinch my buttocks—a painful, unpleasant squeeze—as we headed out the front door and onto P Street.


 


I WAS, AS I SAID, uneasy on the way home. I read for a while, slept badly, and still felt unsettled the next morning. I sensed that Trudy, in her own mysterious way, was truly angry with me. This town, as I have suggested, is filled with men and women who in some way have offended Trudy Hopedale, and I’ve always tried to avoid that fate, not least because I’m genuinely fond of her. But when I called to thank her for the dinner (Trudy counted on these calls), it was hard to gauge her reaction.


“I hope you had a nice time,” she said. “I really couldn’t tell from where I was sitting.”


“It was grand, Trudy, as always,” I replied, and added that I enjoyed everyone there. “Really fun.” As I spoke, I noticed that the mosquito bite on the inside of my wrist seemed to have swollen, and that it had turned into a reddish lump the size of a small grape.


“Jeremy and his mousy wife are on the outs,” Trudy informed me. “I can’t swear to it, but I hear she’s screwing some lobbyist.”


At that, I felt a powerful and entirely inexplicable rush of jealousy, all the odder because I could barely remember the young wife. I thought of asking Trudy if she knew much about West Nile encephalitis but sensed that this was not a conversational gambit she would appreciate.


“And I never know what to do with Roger’s mother. As you know, she’s never liked me—she may even hate me.”


“Why is that?” I blurted out.


Trudy ignored my tactless question and said, “I mean she’s eighty-seven years old and her son is, like, sixty and she still treats him like a little boy.”


I could hear Trudy breathing loudly and decided I ought to drop that subject.


“And of course it’s always good to see Jennifer Pouch,” I said, although that was not the truth. But I needed to test the subject with Trudy.


She paused at that before saying, “I always kick myself whenever I invite Jennifer. I suppose she’s a good friend, but she’s very duplicitous. I don’t need to remind you that she has a huge crush on you.”


“I doubt that,” I replied, although I was sure that she had witnessed the pinch of my buttocks.


“She wants you to ask her out. Someday you’ll have to tell me why you won’t.”


Trudy always wanted to pry things like that out of me, and I told myself that she’d have to be content with the status quo, whatever that was. I changed the subject again. “I’m terribly worried about not making enough headway on my book,” I said. “It’s so easy to fall behind.”


“Oh, right. You always make your work sound so essential.”


“Well, the evening was terrific,” I said again, trying to ignore her offensive tone. “No one does dinner parties like you and Roger.”


“You’re right about that,” she said, and in the silence that followed, I once more felt a chill.


“And Roger seemed in particularly good spirits,” I added, although I could not remember anything that Roger had said or done.


“Yes,” Trudy replied. “He may have been.”


 


I WANTED TO ASSURE Trudy of my loyalty and hurried to complete the little assignment she had given me a few days before—to learn more about the heritage of her house. It took me the rest of the day at the Library of Congress, a monotonous poking into the papers of Senator Pearce, a task rescued slightly by a shared cup of coffee with my friend Walter Listing, who had been visiting an old chum in the Dirksen Building. I’m sure that my report, when I telephoned the following morning, did not satisfy Trudy, especially when I broke the news that Lincoln had never been through their front door and that the only Grant to drop by was Mary Frances, the general’s sister, who was married to a diplomat named Cramer. By the time I began to name some of the other, lesser-known personages who had orbited the Pearce house, I could tell that Trudy had stopped paying attention. What was worse, I thought that I detected something unfriendly just in the way she said, “Well thanks, Donald,” and hung up without waiting for my reciprocal farewell.


I stared for a moment at my silent receiver, and after I’d whispered a useless good-bye into the mouthpiece, I thought about the rest of my day. I had a cocktail party at about six, on N Street, to celebrate some staff person’s twentieth year in the House, and I had tickets to the Kennedy Center for a Shaw play that a British troupe was bringing to town. I’d invited Walter Listing to accompany me, knowing how fond he was of Shaw, although perhaps it was Coward—I couldn’t remember. And I needed to return to the Library, so that I could make some headway on my project, possibly Garret Augustus Hobart, although, as I’ve said, perhaps not.


A little after noon, I switched on my television to watch Trudy’s People, which on this day was devoted to infidelity, one of Trudy’s favorite subjects. Somehow, though, I had lost the urge to pay attention. When Trudy said to her guests, “Come on, you know just about everybody in this town is fooling around,” I found myself shaking my head as I clicked the remote and tried to make the whole thing vanish.
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ONE DAY IN MID-JUNE, Roger invited me to lunch at his club, the first time that he’d done that, and I accepted right away. I wasn’t accustomed to seeing Roger without Trudy, and of course I wondered what was on his mind.


The Sturling Club, a meandering stone building on Massachusetts Avenue with a small cemetery in the back, was not the most exclusive club in Washington, but it was the one that appealed to me, and I expected someday to join. Several Sturling members had proposed my name to the membership committee, and I was told to expect a short wait before the formal invitation came. I’m not someone who harbors social ambitions, but as a historian, I knew that the club’s patrons could be of enormous value to my work, just as it helped immeasurably whenever I was asked to the White House (once so far, although not for a state occasion) or to embassy dinners or, for that matter, to the Hopedales’ home.


On the day that I met Roger, I arrived early and, after checking my umbrella (rain had been forecast on what turned out to be a muggy day), I was immediately accosted by a middle-aged man with a mustache the size of a minnow who introduced himself as Royal Arsine, a name that was vaguely familiar. “We should talk sometime,” this man said, squeezing my elbow, but he moved off in another direction before I could ask why. I was feeling a little uneasy by the time I greeted a former congressman who could be helpful if I were ever to tackle Gerald Ford’s brief vice presidency (it could be a companion volume to Professor Morgenmount’s presidential study). I then said hello to several more people, including another Washington historian who had written an outstanding, although not overdue, history of the Red Scare. I never felt that we were rivals; quite the contrary. I deeply appreciated his generous review of my Levi Morton book (he had only minor quibbles), and I think that he appreciated my generous review of his (I too quibbled; I faulted him, I think, for giving short shrift to Estes Kefauver’s run for the vice presidency).


“Donald,” Roger said, for he had stealthily approached from the rear and tapped my shoulder.


“Roger,” I replied with enthusiasm, turning and taking his large, dry outstretched hand.


“Thanks for coming,” he said. “How are things?”


I said that all was well, although my mosquito bite was still the size of a small pea and had acquired a bright red color—worrisome, although not yet quite enough to send me to a doctor. “What a nice idea, this lunch,” I added, in my most cordial voice. “We never really get to talk when I’m at your place—there’s so much going on.”
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