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Preface








The first time I ever heard my mother sound nervous, she’d been dead for two years. I was at the LBJ Library in Austin, Texas, listening to a recording of her telephone conversation with President Lyndon Johnson in February 1964. He had only been in office for three months. I wouldn’t be born for four more years.


The White House operator begins: “Nancy Dickerson is on line two.”


“Yes, honey,” says the president to Mom.


“The next time I need a new swimming suit I’m going to consult you,” she warbles.


Why is she talking about swimming suits?


“What’s that?” Johnson doesn’t know what she’s talking about either.


She says it again. “The next time I need a new swimming suit I’m going to consult you.”


She sounded so young. I’d listened to Johnson for hours on C-SPAN, which seemed to have a special channel just for his phone conversations. I’d bought cassettes of Johnson’s greatest hits for long drives. But I’d never heard her on the tapes.


Silence. The recording captures even the regular blip of the reels turning on Johnson’s tape machine. He’s not responding. I cough, as if I were on the line with them. I want her to drop the swimsuit business and move on.


Johnson resets the conversation and saves us all. “How are you honey?”


“Fine, thank you,” she replies, jittery.


She starts to pitch: “The reason I’m calling is this: We want to do a story this week without interviewing on television, nothing like that, but we want to follow Jack Valenti all over with whatever he does and take pictures. And he said—I just talked to him—he said, ‘No, I’m not going to do it. Every time I see your camera coming I’m going to run the other way,’ and I said, ‘Well, we’ll run after you.’ ”


She’s trying to make the piece sound fun. With her faint Midwestern accent and precarious cheer, it sounds like she’s in a musical and might break into song at any moment. She’s also talking very fast, producing entire sentences that sound like single words. Now I’m nervous.


“No, we don’t want to do that,” says Johnson slowly. He is gruff, but not irritated. “We don’t want to take pictures of employees. You’ll have more jealousy here than I can deal with now. I’ve got enough of it between the old ones and the new ones and there’s not anything he’s doing that’s important enough for your camera. And if it was, it oughn’t to be on camera.”


She tries again, but Johnson shoots her down. He’s fighting to integrate his staff—like his special assistant Valenti—with the holdovers from the Kennedy administration. He doesn’t want her making his task harder. Before the call ends, Mom is able to extract one approval. He will let her film the First Lady and their daughters for the Today show.


“That’s fine,” he says.


“Very good. And you let me know if there’s ever anything I can do for you. Okay?”


“Thank you, honey.”


He hangs up. The tape burps and the next call starts. Johnson talks to Secretary of Agriculture Orville Freeman about a cabinet appointment. I exhale. I’d been rooting for her so hard, I’d forgotten to breathe.


I went to the LBJ Library searching for scraps of my mother. She had been famous once. She was the first woman news correspondent for CBS television. The textbooks refer to her as the first woman of television news. A few other women had gotten there first, but she was the first one people remember: the first star.


Young girls imitated her in the ’60s and ’70s, interviewing their stuffed animals with the vacuum hose as their microphone. When big things happened, Mom was there, for CBS and later for NBC. She was the first to speak with John Kennedy after he was inaugurated, and she was at Andrews Air Force Base when his body returned from Dallas. She stood on John Glenn’s lawn in 1962 and reported on his wife’s reactions to his famous orbit. She was on the mall in Washington with Martin Luther King. Lyndon Johnson regularly called out to her by name when he wanted to make news.


All of this happened either before I was born or after my bedtime. By the time I was old enough to know what the news was, Mom’s career with the networks was over. She was still on television once a year or so, but she wasn’t like Walter Cronkite, or John Chancellor. They were a big deal. We watched them every night on the news. But people kept telling me what a big deal she was. My fourth-grade teacher asked me to get her autograph. The mother of the shortstop on my Little League baseball team asked if she was my mother and when I said yes, she got so excited, I thought they might have to call a doctor. “How neat for you to have her for a Mom.”


Not exactly. I cared more about riding my bike and playing touch football. She was fine, I supposed. We lived in a big house and famous people came to call, but I was never sure why that mattered, or why she did.


By the time I was thirteen, I wasn’t confused anymore. I was angry. I hated her: I thought she was a phony and a liar. Everyone still thought she was a big deal, but I thought she distinguished herself at home by being petty, rigid and clumsy. My parents divorced that year and I took my electric clock and brown comforter and I escaped. I moved in with my father. Mom stayed at Merrywood, the mansion where she and my father had raised five children, entertained presidents and smiled on cue for nearly twenty years of celebrity photographers. I would never live with her under the same roof again.


At the Johnson Library, I returned the matchbox-sized tapes of LBJ’s phone calls to the desk. Mom and I had become close before she died and I wanted to spend a little more time with her memory, but I was late. I had a plane to catch and I still hadn’t checked out of my hotel. I hurried back to the Driskill in downtown Austin. Mom was thirty-two, my age, when she first stayed there in 1960 to cover Johnson’s run for the White House. I grabbed my battered bags and raced to the airfield used by the private planes. In the parking lot, I made a mental note of where I’d left the rental car. I’d be back in a few days.


“Jesus, Dickerson, we’ve been waiting for you,” said someone as I ran out to the tarmac. I dropped my suitcase at the snout of a Secret Service bomb dog and ran toward the 727 that read “Bush Cheney 2000.”


The flight attendants smiled and handed me a cup of warm-enough coffee. They had seen this mad dash before. My more punctual colleagues in the press were already poking at their laptops and reading the day’s schedule. I took my usual seat and straightened out the ruffle of press badges that I wore around my neck. The plane started down the runway. I touched the worn leather box in my briefcase that held Mom’s rosary—my preflight ritual. Where were we off to? I looked at my schedule: Michigan. Election day was just two months off.


I walked out on Mom, but almost twenty years later, I was following in her footsteps.





Chapter One








There were many Nancy Dickersons. I’ll start with the first one I knew. On July 5, 1968, Mom started the day at Saks Fifth Avenue before the store opened. Three times a week she arrived with the morning shift for her appointment with Mr. Eivind, the Norwegian hairdresser. She said hello to the ladies arranging the compacts at the makeup counter. She knew them well.


After Mr. Eivind had shaped and set her brunette hair, Mom raced in her blue Mustang convertible—the top up to keep the freshly done work intact—and pulled into the NBC studios by 8:00. She had been repeatedly named among the best coiffed women in America for a reason. She was disciplined.


She would have two hours to write her script and prepare the stories she would deliver on The News with Nancy Dickerson, from 10:20 to 10:25, the first NBC newscast anchored by a woman.


She sifted through the Friday papers. On the front page of the New York Times was a story about a Dallas bar that had refused to serve an African diplomat because he was black. Alec Rose completed a 354-day sail around the world. The wires were reporting that Allied ground forces found three major caches of enemy munitions as they swept the provinces around Saigon.


By 9:00 she started typing out her script. Her long nails made almost as much noise as the typewriter keys. By 10:00 her colleagues could hear her practicing to the ping of her regulation NBC stopwatch as it switched on and off.


Twenty-four hours later I was born. Dad was in Fort Lauderdale closing a business deal so my eighteen-year-old about-to-be-half sister Elizabeth had to drive Mom to the hospital. Dad took the first flight he could find and arrived just before the blessed event.


Mom was 41. Viewers were shocked when they heard that the Nancy Dickerson, whom they had just been watching, had given birth. They had seen her every day and weren’t aware she was pregnant. She and her bosses at NBC had stuffed me under the desk, careful always to shoot her from the chest up. Any signs of pregnancy or blatant womanhood would distract viewers from the news.


In the summer of ’68 Mom was in the middle of covering the presidential race, and so my birth was reported in that context. “What’s in a Name,” read the headline of a Washington Post item. “Lyndon Hubert Eugene Richard Ronald Nelson seemed like a nice name to NBC’s Nancy Dickerson, who was looking for something safe to call her son. Now she thinks it’s just as well that she and her husband decided to call him John Frederick instead. ‘Because,’ she said with a sigh, ‘we never even thought of Spiro.’ ”


Three weeks after I was born, Mom was in Miami covering the Republican convention. That confused viewers even more. Didn’t she just give birth? She had, but she gave up on her experiment with breastfeeding and went off to cover the story.


Nancy and Wyatt Dickerson, my father, were leading an exciting life. Mom was not only one of the country’s most famous newscasters, she was a celebrity. Dad was the CEO of a successful conglomerate. His company, Liberty Equities, developed real estate and owned businesses that manufactured everything from industrial pipe to processed foods. A butler polished the leather in their Rolls-Royce and they flew off for beach weekends in a private plane. They lived in a very big house and their liquor was excellent. In Miami, Dad stayed in their apartment at the exclusive Palm Bay Club while his superstar wife stayed in grungier digs with her press colleagues.


In the pictures from this era, my parents appear in conspicuously hip clothing—Dad wore turtlenecks with his blazer and looked like the Man from U.N.C.L.E.; Mom wore minis and pink lipstick. Their lingo matched the fashion of the times. “Come on upstairs. The party in 4-A is really swinging,” Wyatt Dickerson is quoted as saying in a Women’s Wear Daily article about the society scene around the GOP convention. “It started in Virginia Gore’s apartment, but it was a dud and we moved it down to Julie and Bill McKelvy’s.”


Groovy.


While Mom and Dad were partying, I was drooling in my crib back in McLean, Virginia. An army of uniformed servants watched over me and the other four Dickerson children. Like all successful couples of their time, my parents outsourced a lot of the child maintenance. In many of the candid shots of me as an infant or toddler I’m with at least one woman in white stockings and a white nurse’s uniform. I was a very ugly child. I had a misshapen head and skin the color of cooked flounder. My bruised head and the uniforms of my caretakers made it look like I was raised in a ward of some kind.


When my older siblings and I look at pictures after Thanksgiving dinner, we try to guess the names of the nurses. Carolina, Louise, Veronica and Renata. Regular people tell stories about crazy aunts who collected Jello molds. We tell stories about Winston, who drove a cab during the day and cooked for us at night. He’d been a cook for the railroad so he couldn’t prepare dinner for fewer than five hundred. He had to run out the back door one day when a girlfriend came looking for him with a razor in her shoe.


It is our ritual. We get together and return to the subject of our family the way other families return each year to summer homes. But the family legends we trade over turkey don’t help me reconstruct my early days with Mom much. They suggest she wasn’t home. At age five, my brother somehow started a tractor that had been brought in to build the new pool. If he’d known how to drive it he could have started a nice addition before anyone found him.


For a period, I expressed myself on the wall next to my crib. I was Jackson Pollock and my diaper was my palette. My siblings consulted with the nanny and all of them decided to sew my pajamas shut with shoelaces and a diaper pin. (I have only just forgiven them.)


Veronica is the first caretaker I can remember. She was a solid woman. I would run to hug her and bounce off. Every day, Veronica and I would visit a family of fluffy white rabbits she was raising in the abandoned poolhouse at the edge of our property.


I had fallen in love with rabbits in my storybooks. To have live, warm ones to pet was a special heaven. In the fall, I played hide-and-seek with them in piles of leaves. I let them pounce around in my warm coat. I named them: Mike, Liz, Ann and Jane. Not very creative; those are my siblings’ names.


One afternoon, I asked Veronica if I could make my daily visit, but she told me the rabbits had run away. I was very upset, and I insisted we must search for them. Veronica seemed uninterested. I left a box by the back door lined with newspaper and scarves in case they were cold when they returned.


They weren’t coming back; Veronica had put them in the stew.


I didn’t find this out until much later. My older brother and parents told the story with a chuckle because apparently eating your family pet is funny. Today nannies are fingerprinted and have FBI-style background checks. What kind of parent leaves their children with a nanny who cooks their bunnies?


Most people have too many pictures of themselves eating spaghetti as a child. For some reason, parents feel compelled. It’s almost a national requirement. It’s the same with the naked tub shot. I have thousands of pictures of my children in these poses. There are no such pictures of me. Staff did the feeding and cleaning and it wasn’t proper for those caring for me to go snapping photos behind the scenes. The few snaps I do have were taken by my grandparents.


Instead, what I have is publicity photographs. I appeared in the Washington Star and Oakland Tribune. Mom’s star was fading—she left network television for independent production before I was two—so I didn’t get nearly the exposure my older brother and sisters did. They made Vogue, Parade, the Saturday Evening Post and the Washington Post back when she was really famous. But I am represented in a few profiles of her. I was a necessary stop in the tour between the garden room, painted to match the Oval Office, and the library with its walnut paneling. The photographers tilted my fontanel the right way or caught me from the right angle so I look much better in glossy prints than I do in the scary candid photos.


“Luncheon with Nancy Dickerson begins with the impressive drive to her house,” reads a profile in the Oakland Tribune in 1970. “The butler answers the door and Nancy walks into the gorgeous foyer, with its sweeping view of the Potomac below. Toddling along with his mother is 20-months old John, truly an angel child . . . a friendly, smiling, fair-haired carbon copy of his father, Wyatt. After an embrace and a one-sided conversation, John is carried away by his English nurse, for his afternoon nap. At his mother’s cajoling, he blows kisses from the stairway.”


Here I am in a New Woman profile: “Before setting down in the study, we go up the broad, thickly carpeted stairs and down the paneled hallway to John’s room. John is two [sic], and his mother picks him up out of his crib and introduces me. Then she winds up his big tick-tock clock and we tiptoe out, hoping he will not roar when he discovers he has been conned into a nap. He doesn’t.”


I was a very accommodating child, blowing kisses, nodding off on cue, and I didn’t call Mom on it when she told her profilers I was just two. I was three and I’m sure that like my three-year-old son now, I was very anxious to make sure people got that right. I might have had a wobbly head but I wasn’t an idiot. At age forty-four, Mom fibbed about my age to make herself seem younger. Presumably, if Mom had stayed famous, future profilers would have been shocked by the disconnect between my behavior and my supposed age. How big a lie would they have let her tell? His crib seems cramped for a six-foot boy, but he doesn’t seem to mind.


I was dressed for these photo shoots as if my parents were entering me in some kind of pageant. In one profile, I’m wearing a cap with a chin strap, short pants with straps over my shoulders, a capelike coat and red leather sandals with white socks. Outside the picture frame, you can sense the line of boys preparing to beat me silly.


This is the way you dress your child when you’re paying someone else to dress him. To be fair, it’s also the way you probably should dress your children when they’re going to be kissing the president. My brother won this honor and he couldn’t look more adorable in his hard red shoes, blue kneesocks, short pants and blazer as he plants one on Lyndon Johnson’s cheek. In the picture that captures that moment, Johnson is down on his knees in the Oval Office and Defense Secretary McNamara and Secretary of State Rusk look over the spectacle from the doorway.


Mom’s career on television may have been slowing while I was growing up, but throwing A-list parties was the part of her profession that endured and we needed to look nice when senators and cabinet officers were coming. At age four or five, I wasn’t old enough to take full part in the production, but I wanted in on the excitement, so I followed Mom through her preparations.


Party day often started with a trip across the river to Washington to visit Mr. Eivind, the hairdresser. I got to play with the adjustable chairs while Mom was being tended to. At the end, when surveying his work in the mirror, she swiveled her head to the side while keeping her eyes fixed forward. It’s the look most people give you when they think you’re pulling their leg. “My eyes are sharper when I look from the side,” she said, sucking in her cheeks a touch to show her high cheekbones.


It was more fun to watch her when she did her hair herself. She teased it with flat metal combs tapered to a point like a knitting needle. When I was older I’d play dressing-room Ninja, throwing them at the Styrofoam heads on which she stored her hats. If your aim was true and you really winged it, you could drive the end in all the way to the tines. She’d stick a couple of those comb ends into her hair, and by the end of the flurry of arm movements, it looked like she’d just pulled her finger from the wall socket.


When her hair was done, I followed her down the hall as she got dressed. Her dressing room off the bedroom had twenty feet of suits and gowns and silk shirts puffed with tissue paper to keep their shape. I had two pairs of shoes—loafers and sneakers. She had a wall of them, at attention in their shoe trees. Dad had far less real estate but seemed to emerge from his dressing room as if the tailor had just recut his suit for the evening.


In the back of the house were three more closets of colorful Dior, Cardin and St. Laurent outfits. She would pluck a dress, drape it across the other hanging clothes and stand back to think. Then she would repeat the drill with another and then another. This was very boring, so I ran through the dry-cleaning sheaths into a deep corner. When my friends and I played hide-and-seek, it was into these back closets that I would disappear. The cedar walls smelled like a fire burning somewhere.





Chapter Two








The first time I remember seeing Mom on television was in 1977 when she hosted a documentary called We Will Freeze in the Dark. We had just gotten a Betamax and we taped the program. This was a very big deal. We had no record of Mom’s television shows from the previous seventeen years, even on film.


The show started with the terrifying image of two men in official uniforms carting off the refrigerator while the stunned family watched in low light. There was an energy crisis and Mom wanted to scare us and the rest of her viewers. It was very cool to be associated with a person who was on that little box. I told all the other third-graders about it at school the next day. They hadn’t seen Mom, but they were pretty sure that nobody in the government took away refrigerators. They thought I was telling stories. They told the teacher and she assured us that all the refrigerators were safe. I told them I could show them a tape. They didn’t want to see. I dropped it. We went back to eating paste.


When Mom wasn’t at work she was at work on me. She outsourced the care and maintenance, but she worked very hard to fix me. She had specific views about how children should be raised. As with many aspects of her life, she took her parenting cues from the Kennedy family. Rose Kennedy had told her she read to her children at the dinner table, so on the nights Mom was home, she read to us. She read from the newspaper, or took out the Tell Me Why book to teach us about how the telephone worked or explain why cranes didn’t tip over under a heavy load. When her friend Joan Mondale, the wife of the Minnesota senator, wrote a book about modern art, we had readings from it. We learned to recognize form, shape and texture.


The dinner seminars were a part of raising us to achieve the Kennedy family ideal. We were to get straight A’s, attend Ivy League universities, excel at sports, understand politics and have perfect hair and teeth (though thank God we weren’t forced to have their teeth).


My brother could keep up, but I always felt left behind. It was like listening to Shakespeare. By the time I caught up to one sentence everyone had said several more. One afternoon in Mom’s office I declared, “I want to talk at dinner. Everyone is always talking and I don’t get a chance to talk.”


“You’re right,” she said. “You should be allowed to speak.” Mom had been the youngest and felt like she had a special duty to protect me and make sure I had my due. Plus, she was probably happy that I was awake enough to want to contribute. So that night she introduced me.


“John has asked to say something because we never give him a chance to speak,” she said quieting my father and brother. “That’s very important. Go ahead, John.”


We were eating in the small breakfast room, which seemed, to my nine-year-old eyes, to have lights bright enough for surgery. I liked the idea of free speech in theory. I wanted a piece of the action, but I hadn’t prepared my remarks.


“I like race-car driving,” I told them. “It’s a fun sport.”


There was an awkward silence.


Clearly they didn’t get the whole “fun” element of racing. They went back to talking about Carter’s efforts to curb inflation. I watched the rest of the conversation in silence.


This did not help me get into the family swing. My parents worried I might be slow. I know because they told me. They didn’t sit down and say: “John, it’s your head—it’s misshapen. We’re sorry. And stop drooling.” But they came close. When I was seven, they told me I was repeating first grade. I was in Mom’s bathroom watching her prepare for a party. Dad came in. They both spoke to me at the same time; I remember backing up against the windowsill.


“It’s not a bad thing,” Mom told me.


“You just need a little more time,” said Dad.


It was a big bathroom but it felt like the ceiling was pressing on my head. I resolved to color inside the lines more often.


Most of the time I was a very happy boy, maybe too happy. Before I’d started school I could amuse myself for hours playing with Mom’s elaborate strands of jewelry. I would sing simple songs at the top of my lungs and dance and twirl. This delighted Mom and Dad. I was an easy, giddy boy. But then as I progressed through the early grades they worried that I’d gotten stuck. Would I always be a simple child? They were certain I’d wind up sitting in the park wearing a wool cap in August, muttering into my elbow.


“I gut thron in the lake for fieting,” I wrote home at age nine from Camp Mishawaka. I should have been thrown in the lake for the spelling. One paragraph in a school report on “Gin Rummey” (sic) reads as though I’ve been drinking gin: “You can have 3 cards that go in ordr in the same groop. For instans 8,9,10 of harts.” Grammar was a distant land that I had never visited. Mom wrote out nine sentences with blanks into which I was to write either “me” or “I.” Another composition begins: “The silver dollar is made of silver.” At least I had a grasp of the obvious.


Mom thought I was going off the charts, and she was going to approach me the way she might attack a news piece: through research and networking. She was working on documentaries at this point rather than daily news, which meant she had stretches of free time to cart me around to specialists.


First, she started a folder. It was green and labeled “John Frederick Dickerson.” That she used my middle name was proof of just how righteously she was going to attack this problem.


“Mrs. Mathey, this is a plea for help,” she wrote my fourth-grade teacher. “We feel that John does not read well; we know he does not spell well. He tells us that he does not have homework. We would like you to assign him more.”


When the extra schoolwork didn’t put the letters in their place, she dropped my guitar and piano lessons and sent me to after-school tutors. They made me fill pages writing the same word over and over again. I never got much better. I threw letters at words and hoped something would stick. I also took up forgery. My teachers asked me to have my parents sign my spelling tests but I did that only once. There were a lot of red marks on those tests, and that only led to tense conversations at home. So I learned to duplicate Mom and Dad’s signatures precisely. I became so good at it my classmates hired me to stand in for their mothers or fathers. They’d bring in a cancelled check or trick their parents into signing a piece of paper. We’d meet in the bathroom and I’d set up shop on the edge of the sink. They didn’t give me money. I was paid in glory. But there was a flaw in this scheme. When you’re a bad speller, you sometimes misspell the names of your friends’ parents. It was not a growth industry for me.


Mom and Dad never found out about the forgeries, so they had no chance to learn just how clever I was. As their worry grew, they took me to doctors. An ophthalmologist outfitted me in cumbersome glasses.


“His posture is contorted,” he said, “and he has slow eye movement and sensitivity to light.”


I should have been up in the bell tower yanking the rope.


“He may be a victim of the educational process.”


I’ve hung on to that rationale for most of my life.


When I was eleven, I went through a series of tests at Children’s Hospital.


The ride over was tense. Mom frowned as she gripped the steering wheel. She hated to drive and Children’s Hospital was across town. We drove past abandoned buildings and hoodlums blowing bored smoke on doorsteps. She locked the car doors.


Surely something was wrong with me for her to be going to this effort.


“It’s not that there’s anything wrong with you,” she told me.


Yup, something was wrong with me.


“We just think you are a little behind where you should be.”


I can’t remember exactly what kinds of tests they put me through, but I remember waiting in the doctor’s office, staring at the puffy cartoon characters painted on the wall. They were all smiles. I didn’t trust them.


The doctor walked in and closed the door with a hush. He wore a white lab coat and pointed to his clipboard.


“Here we can see that he’s in the twenty-fifth percentile for his age. We should watch that.” He pointed to a blue ballpoint dot on a graph labeled “Boys: 2 to 18 Years Physical Growth NCMS Percentiles.”


I was the blue dot. I got that. I looked at them both trading information about the “he” who was sitting silently in his chair right in front of them. The nodding and serious tones and pointing to unreadable charts made it clear: Something was definitely wrong with me.


I left the office scared and worried. A kid in school had a lazy tongue that made him talk like he had a mouth full of marbles. Is that what I had coming my way? Children’s Hospital was the place they treated the kids with cancer. Everyone knew that. Baseball and football players were always there visiting sick kids who’d lost their hair.


“Do I have cancer?” I asked.


Mom must have said no.


The mystery tour of doctors’ offices finally took me to the more familiar examining room of our family doctor, Dr. Cawley. Surely he’d tell me what was going on. He looked like Captain Kangaroo, and I admired him for being able to hold down both jobs. It was no fun to be poked at again, but wriggling on and off the white paper on the examining table was a ritual that was at least familiar. When they put me under the cold lead X-ray blanket and told me not to breathe, I nearly passed out. The light went off, the nurse came back in the room and I was still holding my breath. I was taking no chances with the cancer.


“He has mild scoliosis,” said Dr. Cawley. “It’s something we’ll have to watch.”


Yup, I was dying. Things named scoliosis must make your fingers shrivel up or clog your ears before they kill you. That kind of word meant something horrible because it was so hard to spell and everyone pronounced it differently.


Would my brother Mike take my baseball cards? Who would take care of the dog?


Mom was trying. She was fulfilling the social requirement of motherhood—to look after your children’s health and prepare them for the world. Some of her friends didn’t even do that much. Even women who didn’t work outside of the home neglected their children. She wasn’t going to do that. If her son was a bad speller she was going to put her head down and find the solution. That’s what the powerful men she admired did. No one admired the hand wringers. So off we marched to the doctors and the teachers. But there’s a difference between working to solve a child’s problems and connecting with that child. She did all the right things from the outside but none of it brought us closer together on the inside. It had the opposite effect. Those dire visits and whispered conversations with doctors and teachers told a confused bad speller with a curved spine that he was somehow broken. I was still trying to figure out where I’d failed. And I didn’t like being told I’d done something wrong.


Criticism was apparently not something my ego could withstand at that age. A report card: “It is difficult for John to accept graciously his fallibility and he may disagree in a negative tone of voice with the assessment of his work.” I worked out my frustrations in my artwork, which consisted mostly of batteries of gorily efficient American GIs attacking teachers, members of my family and giant lizards with awkwardly shaped feet.


Mom’s desire for perfect children hit my brother Mike the hardest, during a time that is traditionally hellish. He developed obscene but perfectly normal acne as an adolescent. Each morning his face got an evaluation. Some days she’d say, “Today looks better,” but more often than not he would get a harder appraisal of what his classmates called his pizza face. “Your face looks awful. Have you been using the new soap?”


Starting in the third grade, Mom made me write a paragraph every afternoon before going out to play. I would sit at the long dining room table, smelling the polish and bearing down on the wide-ruled pages of my composition book. I wrote about my father’s muscles, Abraham Lincoln and World War II. When I was finished, she would release me just as my friends were sitting on the curb letting the sweat cool from their games of tackle football.


“Hemingway’s mother made him sit down to write a paragraph each day,” she would say over her reading glasses.


I had no idea what a Hemingway was or why his mother was so mean to him.





Chapter Three








Merrywood, my childhood home, had a full-court gymnasium, a swimming pool and a tennis court, but I was jealous of my friends’ bedrooms. They were full of delicious mayhem: GI Joe limbs crunched underfoot; Redskins paraphernalia hung over lamps; and posters of Darth Vader and Farrah Fawcett lined the walls. In my room there was little evidence that a kid lived there. Framed Ben Shahn prints hung on the wall and my clothing was always folded away. My one act of aesthetic rebellion was to draw war scenes on the inside of the tiny door at the back of my closet that led to a plumbing valve. I could sketch my mayhem and only the plumber would see.


I went away to camp in 1976 at age eight and came back to find that my room had been taken over by the USO: everything was red, white and blue. My two beds were fitted with matching bedspreads celebrating America’s bicentennial. My stuffed animals were gone and my L-shaped desk, dresser, bookshelf and night table were painted Kool-Aid red. The carpet was blue shag and the curtains and box valance were striped like the flag. My bedroom looked like it was running for office.


Our house was a museum. Only the most out-of-the-way storage rooms in the basement and attic were disorderly. Everything anyone could see, including our rooms, was perfect. The antiques were constantly polished, the totems arranged at the right angles on coffee tables, and the spine of every book aligned one inch from the edge of the shelf.


This formality was balanced by extraordinary freedom. Dad was overseas a lot and Mom was off giving speeches and raising money for her independent productions. When they were home they went out a lot at night. By the time I was an adolescent, my older sisters had moved out. My brother and I amused ourselves dodging and terrifying those hired to care for us.


We had the kind of freedom other kids would have collected box tops for. Merrywood was huge by the standards of the 1960s, when Dad bought it. The childhood home of Gore Vidal and Jackie Kennedy, it belonged on Masterpiece Theatre. Perched on the Virginia side of the Potomac river, it had thirty-five rooms and sat on forty-nine acres. The freestanding four-car garage with servants’ quarters above was bigger than my current house. To get into such a grand house now, I buy a ticket and stand in line.


The house allowed for a lot of mischief. It was big enough to have firecracker wars at one end and leave Mom undisturbed in her office at the other end. So that’s what we did. We threw pennies and marbles and clumps of Crisco. The latter made a spectacular greasy asterisk on the wall when my brother threw a handful at my head.


When you live in a house where everything has to be kept just so, you learn to cover your tracks. We glued together small Chinese bowls we’d smashed, flipped over stained pillows and scrubbed away water stains on coffee tables with mayonnaise and ashes.


When we got bored destroying the inside of the house, we went outside.


The estate had a few abandoned buildings ripe for terror, discovery and deep puncture wounds. There was a broken-down collection of abandoned poolhouses, a deep empty fountain and a musty one-room Cape Cod once used as a dog kennel.


One day, my friends and I laid siege with bows and arrows to a neighbor’s abandoned tennis shed that somehow still had all of its windows intact. When we left, only a few of the panes dangled. No one came to stop us. Mom and Dad were at the office. The housekeepers were busy keeping house. No one knew we were there.


Like other primitive tribes, we evolved from bows and arrows to firearms. At twelve, I went away to camp in the remote woods of Minnesota, where proficiency with rifles was considered a life skill. That gave me just the reckless knowledge I needed. My first day back home, I shot a thrush with a BB gun while it sat on the bird feeder. The poor bird clutched the branch—I am certain it did—swung around and fell into the dirt.


The guilt almost caused the end of the gunplay, but then I got a better rifle. A year later, my father gave me the Winchester .22 that he’d been given at the same age. McLean, Virginia, was still rural farmland then—so we could fire at will. Someone, a parent maybe, should have told us not to shoot toward the Potomac River. We lived across from the C&O Canal. Those rounds travel about a mile and could have hit anyone walking their dog.


Sometimes at the end of the day we’d see Mom through the French doors walking up to her home office. We’d put the rifle down for a minute. Then we’d go back to shooting at planes on their descent into National Airport.


During my preteen years, Carolina and Manuel Vitorino were charged with keeping us out of the emergency room. Carolina was a healthy, well-fed woman with wiry red hair and pale pink skin. Manuel was skinny, the color of a walnut shell, and wore a blinding coat of jewelry, imitation gold necklaces with medallions and unwieldy metal watches that whirred around his bony wrist. They lived in the suite of four rooms at the back of the house for six years. Carolina performed a thousand beneficent intercessions. She bathed me and fed me and dressed me and smeared Vicks VapoRub on my chest when I had a cold. She is in many of the pictures from those years, sometimes just her fleshy arms poking out of a starched white uniform.


“You have a nice face,” she would say each day before touching it. Her hands were cold and smelled of bleach.


Mom had studied Portuguese in college and she and Carolina had sweet hit-and-miss conversations. Most of Mom’s phrases had to do with seeking out monuments or getting an umbrella by the seashore. Carolina would gamely try to respond and then, if there were any actual communicating to be done, Mom would revert to English, retaining her approximation of a Portuguese accent. (This led to the mangling of Carolina’s name, which we all spelled and pronounced as Cordelina.)


When I had nightmares, I ran down the hall into the Vitorinos’ bedroom and climbed between them for comfort. During the frequent weekends when my parents were away, the Vitorinos invited their friends over. They ate Bacalhau, a ghastly Portuguese fish dish served with the head and fins. Once, one of their friends sucked the eyes right out of the head. The room erupted into laughter and my brother and I ran for the door. We stopped to look back. The man opened his mouth and showed us the eye on his tongue like a runny antacid tablet.


Carolina and Manuel took me to the state parks to play by the Potomac River. We ate dangerously rare beef grilled on the rusty rails of the public barbecues. Then, before the E-coli could kick in, I clashed with swarms of Portuguese boys over the half-deflated soccer ball.


This is how I learned how other people lived. The Dickersons didn’t have family outings with leaky thermoses and creaky folding chairs. My older sisters had gone on traditional vacations growing up because my father was working his way up when they were born. They shared beds with Dad in cheap hotels and complained about traffic in the hot car. On the vacations that I can remember, my brother, Mom, Dad and I all wore blue blazers on the plane and flew to places like Palm Beach. When we camped it was in Africa, through Abercrombie & Kent outfitters. Our tents were like little houses. Each night we ate on tablecloths and cocktails were served to us before a blazing fire of acacia leaves.





Chapter Four








Some time around age nine, I was old enough to start opening the door at Merrywood parties. I greeted senators, Cabinet secretaries and a series of coaches of the Washington Redskins as they arrived. I learned Mom was famous not because of anything I saw her do on television, but because famous people came to our house.


As her footmen, my brother and I were Mom’s apprentices. “Even I was a supporting cast member,” remembers my father with a slight and approving laugh.


She held an orientation session before each party. “Shake their hand firmly and look them in the eye,” she said taking my hand. Mom expected us to treat those nights as seriously as she did, but we sighed and rolled our eyes.


“These nights are just as important as my work,” she reminded me. “They are my work.” She explained to me—in some vague way that I’m sure made no sense at the time—that politicians could make secret deals and whisper confidences after dark in ways they never could at the office.


“That was one of the first lessons I learned coming to Washington,” she said before a short tutorial in access journalism. “I can ask questions tonight and get answers I’d never be able to get other ways and then I can use them on the air.”


Her lessons didn’t take. At least, not then.


“Do we have to answer the door for every guest? What if someone is really late?”


She bent down to paste back my cowlick and push the hair behind my ears.


I flinched at her fussing.


I’ve always been intrigued by the children who enter a parent’s profession. Eli and Peyton Manning are both professional football quarterbacks, as was their father. As kids, they threw the football with him for hours in the front yard. Given that I grew up to be a White House correspondent, you’d think that I was prepared from the bassinet for the job. Mom must have had us running little drills, shouting questions behind a rope line and naming the steps it takes for a bill to become a law. At least she could have taught us that lobbyists and fund-raisers run the world, not those who get elected to public office. We had no such tutoring. The door-opening lesson is the only one I can really remember.


Some of the other lessons my brother and I learned about Washington we figured out on our own. We knew most of the guests didn’t give a damn about us. We opened the door and welcomed them in and they looked right past us. We weren’t very happy to be there either, but shouldn’t we all have agreed to do a little human commerce there on the front stoop? You could tell the politicians who were comfortable in their own skin because they stopped to say hello.


We got to see the transition as the powerful in Washington put on their party game faces. We were met with the whiff of the argument spouses had just had as the car rolled to a stop, or by the distracted senator who was thinking through some sticky piece of legislation. Maybe some people were just cranky because they hadn’t had their first drink. Whatever was going on, we were at best a surprise, and at worst an annoyance because we interrupted whatever they were trying to resolve in their heads before the hard work of the party began. My sister Jane says that Ted Kennedy was so imposing as he barreled by her that he gave her nightmares.


I learned to hold women’s coats at a distance. They had applied a last dose of perfume just before leaving home, so I had to keep from getting too close or I’d get marked. I speared the umbrellas or canes in the front hall closet stand and draped the coats on one of the several dozen polished wood hangers. Furs were tricky. They were heavy and hoisting them up on the rail took some arching and heaving. The bristles got up my nose.


I don’t ever remember trying to get out of tending the door. That kind of insubordination would never have been tolerated. My father once spanked me for not brushing my teeth, so the corporal punishment made bucking the system impossible.


We were told the exposure was good for us. “This is what parents do for their children,” my mother explained. “My parents were never able to do this for me.”


I had no idea what she was talking about, but I knew we were supposed to feel grateful. Years later, I was horrified to see her networking in action for my benefit. She wrote the publisher of the New York Times, asking if they had a post-college internship for me. Prefacing her request, she said, “Twenty years ago at Merrywood you met John Dickerson.”


There was something about those nights and even my role in their production that made me feel I was a part of something exciting. It was the closest I ever got to the world Mom really loved. On those nights, our museum of a house, where toys were never scattered and where collections of rooms went undisturbed for weeks (except by the dusting maids), felt like it was fulfilling its purpose.


My parents’ last great party was on January 17, 1981. Ronald Reagan was the guest of honor. His inauguration was three days later and that Saturday night was his Washington coming-out party. My parents were still married and at thirteen, I was still living at home. A year later, neither would be true.


The evening was a great social coup, and it was also perfectly timed because Mom had just started Television Corporation of America. The production company’s grand name matched Mom’s ambitions for it. For the first time since her independent productions in the early ’70s, she had her own company and enough money to make her own documentaries. The party would help her relaunch her career.


Mom had started working on the guest list months before. Partisanship wasn’t an issue. Power was. Her folder for the Reagan party included a Wall Street Journal article from which she culled the right attendees: “The Inner Circle: Old Friends May Play a Very Important Role in Reagan Presidency.”


As the 17th drew near I helped by tracing circles with the bottom of a silver tankard. She used them to make a schematic of the tables on a large piece of poster board. After scribbling and erasing and sifting names, she produced the final seating arrangements.


As the place cards were laid out, maids fussed through the rooms plumping the cushions. By late afternoon, caterers and florists and musicians clinked glasses and unsnapped their cases. The house smelled of beef stock. Mom moved among them, her hair already set for the night. Her Chanel blue jeans had been ironed to a crisp, and her thin legs barely broke their crease when she walked. She made a final tour, micro-managing everything. She checked to see that the furniture had been dusted, confirmed the seating charts and terrified the staff.


We knew to stay out of her way so close to curtain time. Her adrenaline was up, and she’d already begun to display the broad theatrics that would be necessary for the big night. She could throw her arms open in a wide embrace of a bartender she barely knew, but, if irritated, she could inflict casualties.


“Mrs. Dickerson, we cannot fit forty-eight people,” said one of the caterers tentatively. He was retreating almost as he said it.


“Mr. Silvio, the guests will be arriving in a few hours. We agreed to forty-eight. We will seat forty-eight tonight, Mr. Silvio, and you will make it glorious.”


That was the end of Mr. Silvio. He wasn’t fired on the spot, but I knew she would later concoct some elaborate end for him—the way the villains use piranhas for James Bond.


She moved toward the florist. The bearded man was rushing from room to room primping the flowers and breathing heavily.


Mom had a duplicate of her written order and she checked the front hall arrangement against it. It did not meet her expectations. Her instructions had not been vague: “Flowering plum or quince—quite tall to reach up and look like an early flowering of the cherry blossoms at the Tidal Basin. Bouquet also to include pussy willows and forsythia and perhaps some daffodils—it should be a very happy joyous looking bouquet.”


The bearded man was not looking happy or joyous. It was January. Half of what Mom was asking for was underground. They exchanged some frantic gestures. He had clumps of moss in his hands and he looked like he wanted to feed them to her.


She promised to deal with him later and moved to the dining room. “Where are the place favors?”


This was my chance. I had been hiding in the living room, in my gray flannel trousers, white shirt and loafers. I was trying to summon the nerve to jump the yellow couch without getting caught.


The living room was Merrywood’s most sacred formal space. No playing in there. There was a certain irony in that, since its walls were lined with portraits of children. My parents collected 18th-century works painted by men who roamed the countryside with their nearly completed canvases. Only the faces were left blank. When the artist got a commission, he filled them with the features of the little darling sons and daughters of his patrons.


The leap was a hard trick. The couch was wide, and once you cleared it, you had to get your momentum under control or you’d smash into the ficus tree. I had failed before—I had crashed; got caught; been forced to make glum promises not to do it again. Now, on party day, pulling off the high-stakes caper would be extra delicious.


I looked through a crack in the high cherry doors. She was pressing a poor fellow about the place favors, Lucite pyramids with a Reagan quotation about a “shining city on a hill.”


Go. I was off making the mad seven strides in good time despite my slippery loafers.


“John Dickerson, stop that this instant.”


Wait, what about the place favors? How did she move so fast?


I was already committed and the result was familiar. I tumbled through the doors that led into the garden room, thudding against the piano. The pictures on the top of the Steinway collapsed on cue.


I got up and began righting the frames in their careful order. “Okay, okay, I’ll fix them,” I yelled back to her.


“No more foolishness. That is enough of that.” Perhaps she could tell from how frantically I was working that I’d gotten the message. She headed up the front hall stairs, the mimeographed floral instructions crinkling in her hand as she stomped.


I knew the pictures in those frames were important to her, even if I didn’t know why. Now I realize, as I must have half-realized then, that they were the house’s most public shrine to her fame. In one, Mom stands with John Kennedy in the Oval Office, days after his inauguration. The youngest president in history has his hands in his pockets and an acquisitive look on his face. Perhaps he was thinking of the dates they’d had when he was a single congressman. Was he noticing how much my mother looked like his own wife, with her brunette bob, eyes set wide apart and high cheekbones? Mom stands in a Chanel suit, newly minted news correspondent for CBS, her mouth open in midsentence, her hands clasped before her.


She later said, “Sex to Jack meant no more than a cup of coffee.” How did she know? Did she ever have coffee with him? I have no reason to think so, but in that picture the president looks like he’s about to start the percolator.


Another photograph showed Mom dancing with Lyndon Johnson in the East Room of the White House in 1967. She was one of his favorite reporters, but the picture suggests his admiration wasn’t just intellectual. He greeted her on air with familiarity: “Hello, Nancy.” The herald became so famous, strangers yelled it out to her on the street.


There are also pictures of Mom with Nixon and Ford. They are devoid of sexual energy, much like the men themselves, though Ford is holding the most admirable highball cocktail.


After fixing the pictures, I returned to the kitchen. On party days, my brother and I ate our lunch and early dinner among the chafing dishes and flurry of staff that had arrived at noon with the purple Ridgewell catering trucks. Manuel and Cordalina ran the show. Below them, a cast of regulars: bartenders who showed me magic tricks and cooks and waiters who knew just how Mrs. Dickerson liked the dishes arranged on the table and just how frequently to pour the wine.


Twenty minutes before the party, my brother and I took our positions at the front door. Mom was upstairs typing the final draft of her toast and my father’s. She also came up with questions for the table.


At the appointed hour, my brother and I peeked through the gauzy curtains hanging over the front entrance windows looking for new arrivals. In the summer, we could hear the crunch of the pale beige gravel in the driveway.


The only moments of temporary relief during door duty came when one of the waiters we had charmed swung by with a silver tray of Portuguese croquettes, lovely little warm breaded poppers filled with gooey sausage gravy. We weren’t supposed to eat them; they were for the guests. But I’d snatch one, run into the black and gold bathroom by the front door, blow on the croquette until it was cool, pop it into my mouth and race back to my duties, wincing as the molten filling seared my tongue. Michael and I did this in shifts, but sometimes the door work interrupted, and I had to stuff a half-eaten croquette in my pocket while I looked Dr. Kissinger in the eye.


The president-elect and Mrs. Reagan arrived that night already looking like they’d been in office for months. Frank Sinatra had the bad luck of arriving behind his old California friend. The president’s Secret Service cars and police cruisers snaked all the way up our half-mile drive. Ol’ Blue Eyes had to walk partway down through the bushes and sneak in the back door.


A scrum of reporters trampled where I’d picked weeds out of the pachysandra and photographers jostled to capture the new First Couple. My parents waited on the front porch without overcoats, their breath blowing clouds in the cold. My father wore his tuxedo, tailored on Savile Row in London, lined with light blue Hermès silk. Mom wore a pearl white Givenchy gown made just for the occasion. Around her neck, befitting the fashion of the time, she wore a white feather boa. Just that morning, I had trailed it behind me like jet exhaust as I ran down the upstairs hall.


I was on the porch too. I had work to do.


The Secret Service agent who opened the limousine door winked at me. I was a certified junior Secret Service agent, a post I’d won after getting in their way for most of the day as they cased the house.


“Welcome to Merrywood,” Mike and I said to the Reagans. The pictures taken at the time show Michael’s hand at the base of my back, moving me into position. Five years older, he got to wear a tuxedo. I was in our more regular uniform of blue blazer and gray flannel trousers augmented by a pocket square and red vest.


“Well hello there,” said the future two-term president as he shook my hand. “Thank you.” (In the mail, weeks later, my first signed presidential photograph arrived capturing the moment. I’ve kept mine off the piano and hidden in my home office.)


High-octane parties make some people nervous, but that’s where Mom was most comfortable. She didn’t swan through the room or make a grand entrance down the elegant front stairway. She was generous and easygoing, more so than in regular life.


Guests asked her how she was; I remember her saying, “All the better for seeing you.” She loved that line because she had first heard it in Ireland. She loved her Irish heritage. It’s amazing I’m not named Seamus.


Mom never let the energy in the room flag. She led newcomers by the elbow to make a first introduction. Into each conversational cluster she dropped nimble talk before moving on to fertilize another. And all the while she made sure the waiters hit each corner of the room and that the bartenders kept tipping their silver jiggers of gin.


Even though the Reagan party was just before the divorce, at a time when Mom and Dad were having frigid, sheered-off exchanges at our family dinner table, they switched on the charm for guests. Like dance champions who couldn’t stand each other backstage, they were great when they hit the front hall.


“Nancy and I want to welcome you to Merrywood,” my father said before dinner was served. “So would my wife.” The line got a big laugh.


By the time the guests were seated we were upstairs, stinking of perfume, our guts swollen from the croquettes and our right hands tanned from the Brasso polish on the front door knob. In my bedroom, I could hear Mom’s laughter break through the conversations.


The Reagan party was the kickoff to an age of promise for the city. It had gone through a terrible social drought. Watergate had been a downer and during the dreary Carter years, the Georgia crowd stayed home, turned down the thermostat and frowned. Reagan promised the return of Washington’s party culture, through which so much good business could be done. For the permanent Washington class, the conservative president with a Hollywood past meant no more cardigan sweaters. Top hats and tails were back.


After the meal, as the staff rolled up the red Chinese carpet in our front hall to create a dance floor, Mom stood with her champagne glass:


“Everyone knows the president-elect has the last word—but it’s a prerogative of the house to break protocol . . . the first inauguration I went to was President Eisenhower’s first and I’ve covered every one since. There is always a feeling of hope when a new administration comes in, but this time it’s different in its intensity. (I must say, Nancy, Governor, for two people who campaigned so vigorously against Washington, after twelve hours you owned the city.) I’ve never seen Washington so anxious to welcome anyone.


“In the recent past we’ve had some massive hand-wringing around here and a feeling that the problems were too tough to handle. You’ve changed all that around—as difficult and complex as the problems are, there’s a feeling now that there are solutions and you’re going to find them—and once again make this a ‘shining city on a hill.’


“Now, if I can break protocol once more—with your permission, Nancy—Governor, would you dance with me?”





Chapter Five








The Reagan party recaptured for an evening the glamour and stature of Merrywood and the Dickersons, but seven months later, my parents separated. A year after that, I moved out to live with my dad. The disintegration felt sudden, but it was the product of a long slow corrosion that took over all of us. As graceful as Mom might have seemed to the outside world, my brother and I saw only a string of flaws. She couldn’t leave a preposition dangling without us starting a chorus of corrections. She was clueless about sports, our friends, music and anything else we cared about. She got carsick when she drove, thought answering machines could get computer viruses and could not carry a tune, though she fearlessly tried.
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