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PRAISE FOR Mrs. Nixon


“Beattie writes with total assurance.”


—Carolyn Kellogg, Los Angeles Times


“An immersive read, and the mix of fact and fiction, pensiveness and invention, does nothing less than simulate the complexity of human experience.”


—Drew Bratcher, Washingtonian


“Ann Beattie’s Mrs. Nixon enticingly blends fact with fiction in examining the life and psyche of the former first lady.”


—Moira Macdonald, The Seattle Times


“Fiction and nonfiction blur to help the reader understand these figures’ minds in a way that no straightforward biography could.”


—Max Winter, Time Out New York


“Beattie is teasing out the unexpected, the interruptive, the moment when a minor character comes forward or something sends the story in a new direction. She’s writing a novel, and letting us watch how it’s done.”


—William Deresiewicz, The Nation


“Artful and probing.”


—Jane Ciabattari, The Daily Beast


“Provocative.”


—David Greenberg, The New York Times Book Review


“A stunner—brilliant, unorthodox, and, often, transformative.”


—Karen Brady, Buffalo News


“In Mrs. Nixon, Beattie, surprisingly, not only gets inside Pat [Nixon’s] head, but breaks with realism to do it po-mo style.”


—Elissa Schappell, Vanity Fair


“A brilliant, clever, over-the-line account.”


—Susan Ager, The Cleveland Plain Dealer


“Anyone who reads Ann Beattie’s long meditation on this mysterious presence will be hard-pressed to forget this brilliantly etched and self-assured portrait of Patricia Ryan Nixon.”


—Barbara Meade, The Washington Independent Review of Books


“Hilarious if trenchant, Beattie has created a resplendent paean to the pleasures of the literary imagination, and a riveting and mischievous, revealing and revitalizing portrait of an overlooked woman of historic resonance.”


—Donna Seaman, Booklist


“The penetrating and sometimes caustic Beattie, who defined a generation with her O. Henry– and PEN/Malamud Award–winning works, reimagines someone we’ve hardly thought about at all: Pat Nixon, wife of the hugely ambitious and hugely fallible president. Here’s a book that examines the imagination of the writer as much as the subject itself.”


—Library Journal


“Ann Beattie has a gift for details . . . a mastery of inverted plots.”


—Kate Abbott, The Berkshire (Mass.) Eagle


“It is seeing Ann Beattie and her writing process that is so fascinating in this genre-defying book.”


—Mandy Twaddell, Providence Journal


“Neither fiction nor biography, but rather a fascinating book-length look at the writer in her workshop trying to complete Pat Nixon’s project for her.”


—Alan Cheuse, NPR’s All Things Considered


“Beattie captures something familiar in Pat, making us care about her. That’s the magic of the fiction writer, who, in this case, has more bags of tricks than we ever knew.”


—Barbara Liss, Houston Chronicle


“Strikingly original . . . Both timely and unique: a postmodern take on Nixon’s life that blurs fact and fiction.”


—Melissa Maerz, Entertainment Weekly


“A kind of kaleidoscope in which shards of fact refract off shards of literary, often self-conscious, reconstruction.”


—Dawn Raffel, San Francisco Chronicle


“[Mrs. Nixon] gives us tantalizing glimpses of Nixon, and a fully realized account of fiction, fiction writing, and the fiction writer.”


—Rebecca Steinitz, The Boston Globe


“Beattie writes insightfully and with contagious excitement of the artistic process and offers remarkable analysis of the world’s literary greats . . . . Her respect for them is a beautiful thing to behold.”


—M.E. Collins, Chicago Sun-Times


“You know you are in the presence of great writing when you cannot think of anything at all like it anywhere else in your experience as a reader. This is a beautifully constructed meditation/magic show, by the woman who knows us more deeply than we know ourselves. At once comic, antic, biting, sardonic, and moving, Mrs. Nixon is a brilliant vision of the nature of our own myths, and about our need to make them. Chief among its fascinations, for me, is that its writer is deeding her famous and enigmatic character the dignity of separateness while at the same time profoundly understanding her—and her strange husband. And her time. And our time. And us. Of course. All of us. Only Ann Beattie, with her amazing insight and eye, her wit and subtle wisdom, could have written it.”


—Richard Bausch, author of Peace


“This is Ann Beattie’s most daring work to date, wholly unexpected and original. At its center is Pat Nixon, Everywoman—projected on the giant screen of American history with luminous personal detail. Mrs. Nixon is brilliant, unforgettable.”


—Jay Parini, author of The Last Station and The Passages of H.M.


“Ann Beattie has for decades brilliantly chronicled that crazy gorilla in the attic—the American psyche. Now, in resurrecting Pat Nixon, our political Greta Garbo, Beattie’s genius dwells on what matters most in life: character, desire, love, and the imagination. Mrs. Nixon is a brave, antic, deeply knowing book about the way our myths get made.”


—Carol Edgarian, author of Three Stages of Amazement


“One of the pleasing illusions of Ann Beattie’s fiction is that it has not been constructed but simply exists—an illusion that only an artist as accomplished as she can create. In Mrs. Nixon, a book that combines imagination, memory, history, and criticism in a way that is wholly original, Beattie reveals for the first time how she works that magic.”


—Robert Wilson, The American Scholar
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For Jane and Bob Hill




A note on the book: What you will read is based on research. There is a chronology appended that will allow the reader to know when certain events or moments in Mrs. Nixon’s life occurred. Also at the back of the book there are notes that correspond to individual sections. I imagine dialogue to which I had no access; I do my best to write as I think my characters would think and speak, based on what I’ve read about them. In some cases, factual events are used only as points of departure, which should become clear; those times I write fiction will be recognizable as such. The majority of events, letters, and names are real. (As a young man, Richard Nixon did date Ola Florence Welch; King Timahoe was the Nixons’ dog; Henry Kissinger was Secretary of State.) My readings of many texts, from a story by Maupassant to the play The Romantic Age, are conveyed as I understand them.




Tuck is given credit (he denies it, somewhat hollowly) for putting on an engineer’s hat and waving the Nixon train along in 1960, somewhat enraging the candidate who had just begun a rear platform speech. He is also alleged to have rapped sharply on the glass of the driver’s compartment in the Nixon campaign bus one day in Iowa, ordering the driver to start up. He did. The only problem was that Mrs. Nixon was still in town, a fact that was not discovered until the caravan was several miles down the road.


—Frank Mankiewicz, Perfectly Clear:
Nixon from Whittier to Watergate





Mrs. Nixon’s Nicknames, Including Her Code Name as First Lady


Buddy


Miss Vagabond


Irish Gypsy


St. Patrick’s Babe in the Morn


Babe


Pat


Miss Pat


Patricia


Dearest Heart


The White Sister


Starlight





The Lady in the Green Dress


In The Selling of the President 1968, Joe McGinniss has described a TV broadcast during which Mr. Nixon faced some hard questions about his stance on Vietnam. After the show ended, “Roger Ailes went looking for Nixon. He wound up in an elevator with Nixon’s wife. She was wearing a green dress and she did not smile. One thought of the remark a member of Nixon’s staff had made: ‘Next to her, RN looks like Mary Poppins.’


“ ‘Hello, Mrs. Nixon,’ Roger Ailes said.


“She nodded. She had known him for months.


“ ‘How did you like the show?’ he asked.


“She nodded very slowly; her mouth was drawn in a thin, straight line.


“ ‘Everyone seems to think it was by far the best,’ Ailes said. ‘Especially the way he took care of that McKinney.’


“Pat Nixon stared at the elevator door. The car stopped. The door opened. She got off and moved down a hallway with the Secret Service men around her.”


Her possible thoughts?


Mr. Ailes is a loyal supporter, but these people can be a bit naïve.


Or: It pleases Mr. Ailes very much to think he’s found the way to elicit a positive response from me. Why should I comply just to please him?


Perhaps: “Mr. Ailes, has it ever occurred to you that I’m a serious person, and that the conclusions you have drawn with such certainty are expedient and self-serving?”


“If I were a vain woman I might turn the subject to myself—the same way, by being so outspoken, you turn the subject as much to yourself as to my husband. And so I might ask you whether you didn’t think this was the dandiest dress you’d seen in a long time, and whether we shouldn’t applaud: for my husband; for the advent of television; for your job; for my dress, which I tailored myself. What do you say, Dr. Pangloss?”


“Mr. Ailes, do you find it possible to think that yes, I am Mrs. Nixon, but I am also a woman on her way somewhere, that I am just passing through in a perfunctory way, and that even if I were to answer, whatever I say does not really matter?”


Better: “Will you remember tomorrow, Mr. Ailes, that when we spoke I was wearing a green dress? I will certainly remember that you were wearing a white shirt, because you don’t have as much leeway as I do, or the freedom most any woman does, about how to dress.”


“Forgive me for not answering, but the truth is that I am thinking about my own neatly styled hair and clothing. I don’t have to say a word, but you more or less have to say something to me, don’t you? So why not admire the dress I bought at Lord & Taylor and paid too much for, instead of pretending my husband is the only topic of interest. If you liked it, I might think better of you.”


“Oh, excuse me, I would so love to stay and discuss this, but you see, I brought my pet tortoise with me and it has run away, and I must try to find it before it buries itself in the dirt that is our lives.”


“Mr. Ailes, I may very well have forgotten to turn off the bathwater.”





Stories as Preemptive Strikes


Mrs. Nixon (before she was Mrs. Nixon) had many nicknames, and one of them was Buddy. She liked the nickname because she felt her given name did not suit her. It’s hard to imagine that anyone would be thrilled to be named Thelma. Her mother insisted on naming her that for reasons unknown. The baby’s father—who maintained she had been born later than the time of her actual birth—called her his St. Patrick’s Babe in the Morn (soon shortened simply to Babe). As far as I can tell, she was born somewhere near midnight the day preceding St. Patrick’s Day, 1912, though that doesn’t really detract from her father’s fondly effusive Irish feeling. Babe lasted for quite a while as a nickname, though Buddy intruded in childhood. Buddy suggests a tomboy, and perhaps any girl who grew up on a farm and did chores and took the dusty world as her playground would seem tomboyish, but as with so much about Mrs. Nixon, new and reliable information recedes with time. Upon entering college, Thelma became, at her own behest, Patricia, then was referred to as Pat, carrying her about as far away from someone else’s intention about her identity as most people dared go in those days.


A lot of fiction writers I know own a book called What Shall We Name the Baby? because in the heat of writing—or even after cold deliberation—even the simplest name just won’t pop into the writer’s head. The name Ann is forgotten, Jim unremembered. Sometimes writers want to consider etymology, or to use New Age names to express the mystical quality of the child, or some quality that is hoped for—but I’m thinking of something else: the writer’s panicky sense that all names have escaped him or her, and unless the writer can immediately find something (“Jane!”), the character will evaporate before ever being realized. Writers will tell you that when they remembered the name John, suddenly everything became possible. But because they have to look up a name, when no name can be conjured up, they have this book near their desks—unless the writers write on the kitchen counter, say, and then they have it in the fruit bowl. (Think about how many prospective grandmothers have been misled by noticing this book.)


Buddy. Names, nicknames, they’re fascinating to writers, but they also cause anxiety because they’re so elusive, and because writers have to come up with so many of them. Few people have a gift for the perfect name or nickname, and many such adult monikers are given without the victims’ awareness. Henry Kissinger, for example, called Haldeman and Ehrlichman “the Fanatics.” (H. R. Haldeman was Nixon’s Chief of Staff; John Ehrlichman, Assistant to the President for Domestic Affairs.) Children have to accept their names, at least until they can protest. I don’t know how Mrs. Nixon felt about being Buddy. Bottom line, most of us only really want nicknames invented by those we love. My husband has so many nicknames for me that it’s lucky we don’t have pets. When he calls, I answer to most anything: that day’s nickname will undoubtedly be something I don’t recognize except for the tone. The only time I stop dead is when he calls me Ann. When he addresses me directly, I’m in trouble. Thelma/Buddy/Pat may have answered to even more names, but we’ll never know.


I think of her, though, as Mrs. Nixon. Perhaps Richard Nixon thought of her as Pat or as some endearment we don’t know, such as Fuzzy Bunny, but when he referred to her, it was usually as Mrs. Nixon. An egoist like Nixon would of course see people as extensions of himself, so that when he was referring to his wife he was implying a certain dignity, insisting upon the respect he felt was inherent in the position she occupied (thanks to him). Since he often spoke of himself as “he,” which is much more bizarre, it’s understandable that he would refer to his wife formally. He thought aloud and liked to fabricate stories, and if he hadn’t been president, many of his fictions would be highly hilarious, but you’re stopped from laughing about this dissociation when you realize that he had control of the “red telephone”—its nickname is the only way it’s referred to—and that when he was drunkenly wandering the corridors of the White House talking to the portraits hung on the walls (according to Edward, a.k.a. Eddie, Cox, his son-in-law), one of them might have answered and told him to go make mischief by holding down the little button.


In thinking aloud, he often used the expression “and so forth” as a kind of shorthand for what didn’t need to be elaborated—especially since he was often talking to himself. He was his own best audience, and his predictable gestures, his distinctive mannerisms, must have felt like reassuring forms of applause, replacing the usual hand clapping. Nixon—like many politicians—while often in the presence of other people, was essentially talking to himself. He devised stories for others to tell, whether or not they were the truth, then played devil’s advocate, becoming first the lawyer for the prosecution, then for the defense, because he was a lawyer, and that is the way lawyers think. He did this out of the courtroom, however, and got to keep the witnesses as long as he wanted, or to dismiss them instantly, whichever seemed more advantageous. He was accustomed to hearing his own voice; others lay buried in the landslide of words. He is reported to have made fifty-one phone calls in one night during the Watergate mess—though that was certainly a worse quagmire than most of us ever experience.


Nixon and his team are described by longtime New Yorker writer Jonathan Schell in The Time of Illusion this way: “The Nixon Administration was characterized by, among other things, fragmentation. What the Nixon men thought was unconnected to what they said. What they said was unconnected to what they did. What they did or said they were doing at one moment was unconnected to what they did or said they were doing the next moment. And when they were driven from office, they left behind them not one but several unconnected records of themselves.”


In their feints and dodges, Nixon and his players exhibited a versatility that equaled the range of professional actors. A later leader, Ronald Reagan, would be wittily described by Gore Vidal as “the acting President,” but Nixon may have outdone him in the projection of personal fantasy. Often, Nixon elaborated scenarios he knew would never materialize, tacitly encouraging the listeners’ imagination, then revealing his own opinion. The outlandish CIA operative and pseudonymous mystery writer E. Howard Hunt put on a red wig to go off on assignment—or what he understood to be an assignment, or imagined to be one because he considered his thinking superior to that of those who might give him an assignment—while also understanding that playing the crazy could not really hurt him. Truly crazy people would buy into his game, and the people who weren’t could always dismiss him if things backfired. When not helpful, Hunt was a wild card that could be discarded in the fast and loose nonrules of the game: he was—you know—not quite right.


As covert operatives, E. Howard Hunt and G. Gordon Liddy, the caterpillar-mustached leader of the White House “plumbers,” were like Rosencrantz and Guildenstern run amok. Jonathan Schell writes that Liddy thought it would be a good plan to hire expensive prostitutes to “lure Democrats to a yacht rigged with secret cameras and recording equipment. The cost would be about a million dollars. [Attorney General John] Mitchell found the plan too expensive, and rejected it.” The government was presided over by a president who was most at ease when he could consider many possibilities and all their variables; what might sound comical and sophomorically contrived to most people would always seem to him truly unique, viable options. John Belushi, had he come along a bit earlier, could have led the way—as almost any of his characters but perhaps most helpfully as Samurai Chef.


But we have come far from Mrs. Nixon; such drift seems endemic to writing about the quietly loyal and enigmatic Mrs. Nixon. It is difficult not to leave her behind, when the madness that surrounded her eclipsed her so thoroughly. She knew that Haldeman did not like her, and she did not like Haldeman. He was not even respectful of formalities. He excluded her. Travel schedules were drawn up that simply did not include her. Nothing suggests that she was happy about her husband remaining in politics, but rather that the opposite was true. However, she was used to taking care of things, herself included. Her mother died when she was thirteen, and her father died soon afterward. Mrs. Nixon’s daughter Julie recounts a story in which Mrs. Nixon, leaving her mother’s funeral, “walked directly over to her friends and said quickly, ‘Didn’t she look beautiful?’ ” Mrs. Nixon was telling her friends a story, not asking a question. She was making a preemptive strike, taking command (or appearing to take command) of the situation and offering a remark that, while uninspired and conventional, also asked a hidden question: Won’t you believe me?—because I am at risk if you don’t. When people believe, Tinker Bell gets to spread her magic.


There’s something awkward or even painful for the recipient of such platitudes: the content is of course unremarkable—that is precisely the person’s intention—but the storyteller is silently asking for collusion, for an acceptance of this story as it’s recited, as opposed to the real story, so that the real story doesn’t have to be told, or emotionally registered. In stories, there are two components: what the story is, and how or why it is told. Those things often create the friction in what we’re reading. It is usually only through time, or with dropped hints, however, that we can tell someone is an unreliable narrator. Unreliable narrators, of course, do not necessarily know they’re unreliable. They can be genuinely ill-informed or simply mistaken, as well as being schemers. When we’re reading a work of fiction, the question becomes: does the writer believe this narrator? Lesson one in book club is probably not to assume the voice in the book reflects the outlook of the author. Even quite sophisticated readers can be thrown off by who they think the writer is, though—always a liability for an author, as well as something the writer can capitalize on; paradoxically, once an author is known, there’s a temptation to conflate his or her personality with the character’s. I once thought about Felicia’s Journey: William Trevor must be writing about someone who is a nice old man, and who therefore can’t have the ominous undercurrents I’ve started to sense, so it has to be my paranoia. The gentleman, like Trevor himself, would no doubt be a benign creature. It’s a good trick, to throw off readers because of who they—the writers—seem to be, but it’s not a trick writers can pull too often. I didn’t anticipate what was coming in Felicia’s Journey because of my unconscious stereotyping of the author, and what his fictional world was likely to be. Are we familiar enough with Mrs. Nixon to think that in framing her mother’s death as she did she hoodwinked her audience, or herself? Does any author speculating on Mrs. Nixon need to decide whether she creates her one-sentence story with great craft or naïve simplicity?


The Nixon administration helped create a culture of distrust that flourishes today. Inherent faith in government morphed into automatic distrust of all “they” do. We may have become suspicious of narrators because we’re so attuned to the discrepancy between the presumptive story and what underlies it. If things are moving and taking shape covertly, the words of the story, read too literally, may come to be an impediment to understanding. To some extent, a reading depends on how secure and knowledgeable the reader is. Sometimes when I’m teaching I read a paragraph aloud to make the point that an interesting tone is present if readers allow themselves to hear it. “But how do you know to read it that way? Of course if you read it like that it’s ominous/funny/significant,” a student will usually respond. I can always be wrong, but I’ve come up with my possible reading because the writer has cued me. There has been a subtle alteration before or after the line I’ve read aloud, or sometimes both. It’s bracketed, in effect. A rhythm has been varied, thereby setting something apart while seeming to include it merely as an integer in the story’s larger context. In the context of her mother’s death, what tone can we deduce from Mrs. Nixon’s “Didn’t she look beautiful?”


Raymond Carver is amazingly good at altering tone and pacing, using repetition of what’s obvious in the action almost as an anesthetic swab that precedes the shot. In “Are These Actual Miles?” Carver works with staccato sentences to hypnotize the reader. He narrates a story about a married couple who are complicitous in what they’re doing: the wife is not merely selling their car on the eve of their declaring bankruptcy, she’s also selling herself sexually to the used car salesman. Her husband, Leo, waiting at home for news he hopes to hear and news he does not want to hear (they are synonymous), is described: “His undershirt is wet: he can feel the sweat rolling from his underarms. He sits on the step with the empty glass in his hand and watches the shadows fill up the yard. He stretches, wipes his face. He listens to the traffic on the highway and considers whether he should go to the basement, stand on the utility sink, and hang himself with his belt. He understands he is willing to be dead.”


If the undershirt is wet, then it follows that he is sweating, so we accept the sweat rolling. If he sits on a step with an empty glass instead of a full glass, he’s watching the shadows in a different way than he would if he had a drink, so, okay, they “fill up the yard” (shadows are doing what the liquor is not doing—there’s none in the glass). He makes two conventional gestures: stretching and wiping his face. Then we move a bit outside him—he moves a bit outside himself—and he’s reminded /we are reminded that there is a larger world, a world of “traffic on the highway.” We’ve moved from something small and personal, how he feels in his damp shirt, to not knowing how he feels exactly (he doesn’t tell us here), but we register the other people driving cars (a loaded subject in this story, given what his wife has set out to do) on the big highway, with their inherently metaphorical connotations.


This is already a lot to keep track of, though nothing much is happening overtly: we’ve moved from the personal to the larger world, but a world that is nevertheless eluding the character. We go from close-up to long shot. We are considering him from a lot of angles, so it may even come as a slight relief to know that he’s doing some considering, too. Except that in completing this sentence—as opposed to the ones that have come before—we would not have anticipated this explicit revelation: “He listens to the traffic on the highway and considers whether he should go to the basement”—and then the sentence surges, gains too much speed—“stand on the utility sink”—so far, a possible yet strange inclusion—“and hang himself with his belt.” He is not thinking in the abstract, and we had no way to outguess the thought he was formulating because it does not logically unfold. “He understands he is willing to be dead.” We had no idea this was at stake. Perhaps Leo did not understand, either. Perhaps, following his own thoughts, there was an internal emotional change analogous to a tonal change and—chillingly—his realization makes him able to step outside himself, seeing inside the same way the reader does, now. The last sentence might elicit a nervous laugh from us, since we’re plodding along with Leo, and what does this guy in his undershirt understand that we wouldn’t be able to think circles around? And then we get our answer. Time stops. The paragraph ends. Wherever we go from here, we will go knowing that the stakes are different, and that we were lured into something we thought almost ploddingly banal, only to find ourselves facing mortality.


No one could infer from Mrs. Nixon’s conventional “Didn’t she look beautiful?” that the stakes are as high as they are in the Carver story. But we can’t make the mistake of feeling superior to Leo or Mrs. Nixon, both capable, in the hands of a capable writer, of catching us off guard. The premonition that we are willing to be dead is available to all of us.


Writing a story is different from telling a story, but if we omit detail while things brew beneath the surface, the reader usually picks up a sense of what those missing details might be, and what they might mean, by the tone. In person, you can tell if a storyteller is excited and connected, or perplexed and removed. We have the benefit of facial expressions, we often have a history that contextualizes the person speaking (as we come to have with writers whose fictional worlds we become familiar with), we’re more in the world of theater than the world of prose. But a writer like Carver isn’t going to stop to give you the character’s expression (monotonous movement or the lack of it creates its own dynamic; Carver got this, in part, from Beckett), and he isn’t going to jump to the point, either, the way our friend might lead up to a punch line. Carver is more interested in how one gets to that point, and he works like a camera, moving around his character, seeing from different angles. This technique is handled so subtly, though, that you don’t realize you’re moving with the camera’s eye. You’re in motion, and when you stop it’s because you’ve been stopped the way Wile E. Coyote stops, suspended over a canyon’s thin air.


Mrs. Nixon’s remark about her mother’s corpse looking beautiful hardly has the complexity of Carver’s short story. As reported, it’s a one-liner that really consists of only the punch line, complete with implicit instructions from Julie Nixon Eisenhower on how we are to react to her mother. But I don’t hear it the way she has instructed me to, and I doubt many people would. You feel the tension, or even the terror underlying the emotion. She’s playing against emotion. Breezy was a word of the period. You don’t hear it much anymore. Mrs. Nixon was being a bit breezy when she phrased her statement as a question. She wanted to get away as quickly as possible—away from the people she addressed, as well as from the upsetting reality of the situation. Interesting that she married a man who could leave almost nothing untouched, rethinking everything, playing devil’s advocate with himself (or any angels who might be converted), always second-guessing both real and imaginary adversaries.


She married a man who shared her anxiety about expressed emotion: he arrived at ideas and conclusions (those times he ever arrived) by dissembling, hypothesizing, imagining stories that would be told, rather than getting as close to the story as he could and elucidating its substance. He believed everything in the world could shift at any moment. This is not a little boy to whom you would have wanted to give an ant farm. When he had the power, he insisted upon being the camera, making his audience move. He used words to superimpose one story on top of another. By the time he had concluded his half thoughts and ellipses, his curses and his hypothetical scenarios, he’d shaped a ball of twine into a cat’s cradle so dense, even he could not escape. We needn’t make him analogous to Carver’s Leo, with his wife offstage, unable to witness his realization that he is willing to be dead. But in David Frost’s famous TV interview of March 1977, we find out that Nixon, forced by the press’s vigilance about the Watergate break-in and Americans’ increasing desire to lay the blame at someone’s feet to ask for Ehrlichman’s resignation, told his faithful subordinate he’d hoped he wouldn’t wake up that morning. If we trust this particular narrator, Nixon was willing himself to be dead.





The Faux Pas


Mrs. Nixon is quoted in Joe McGinniss’s book: “Our group used to get together often. Of course, none of us had much money at the time, so we would just meet at someone’s house after skating and have food, a spaghetti dinner or something of that type, and then we would sit around and tell stories and laugh. Dick was always the highlight of the party because he has a wonderful sense of humor. He would keep everybody in stitches. Sometimes we would even act out parts. I will never forget one night when we did Beauty and the Beast, Dick was the Beast, and one of the other men dressed up like Beauty. This sounds rather silly to be telling it now, but in those days we were all very young, and we had to do home entertainment rather than go out and spend money. We used to put on funny shows. It was all good, clean fun, and we had loads of laughs.”


We might all, writers included, wonder: Did they know the story of Beauty and the Beast so well that they didn’t consult the text? What fairy tale might people know now that would allow them to put on a performance without referring to a book? Where did the costumes come from or, if they were improvised, out of what? How was it decided that two men would have the starring roles, and was one of them embarrassed to be acting the part of Beauty? Did they just eat dinner, or did they also drink? If so, what? How much?


When someone is recounting an event, as Mrs. Nixon does, what impulse is it that makes a person conclude her story by giving last-minute information, as if we might otherwise misunderstand? Do storytellers assume they can manage the response of the listener or reader by deciding, themselves, on an explanation of the meaning of the story? Are writers ever off duty, or, as listeners or readers, are they always sleuthing for what’s between the lines? When Mrs. Nixon concludes, is she rationalizing? Or just more grown-up, with distance from that scene? Would she like to be back in that room, watching that performance? If she could go back in time, what might have changed for her? Why do so many writers like ending on a note of ambiguity, whereas people telling each other stories like to make the meaning of the ending explicit? Why do writers resist believing that stories can be summed up, and instead take in whatever text they’re presented with from a distance, skeptically, on second reading?


Mrs. Nixon’s statement has enough specificity to be believable. Why do writers want so much more from stories than the literal level? Can this story be understood very differently from the way the storyteller reports and makes sense of it? However that question is answered, how much does it matter that someone who went on to be President of the United States was central to the story? How much does it matter that his wife is also a public figure? Are there stories that could be told about the past that could be described as the opposite of “good, clean fun”? If so, how might we get them? Could this story be the same without the mention of money? Did the usually recalcitrant Mrs. Nixon tell this story in response to something, or because it was a night she’d long remembered? If Mrs. Nixon could tell this story again, would this still be the version she’d want told for posterity? Does this sound like a recited story, or a written story? What would be the difference between the two? Do we assume that Mr. McGinniss quoted Mrs. Nixon exactly, or might he have cleaned up the quote? What happened when the laughter ended?


When campaigning on television was quite new, and the stakes were certainly higher than they were when playing a game in someone’s living room, Mrs. Nixon once made a mistake on camera. Questioned by Bud Wilkinson and Paul Keyes, “She answered a couple of Wilkinson/Paul Keyes questions of less than monumental importance, and then, as the audience—on cue—applauded, she grinned and . . . began to applaud herself.” Joe McGinniss, in The Selling of the President 1968, continues: “It was simply a reflex. There had been so much applause in her life. Going all the way back to the days of Beauty and the Beast. And all through this campaign. She had sat, half listening, then with her mind drifting more and more as the weeks and speeches passed so slowly into one another. Bringing her finally to this television studio on this final night where all that was left of her was reflex: you hear applause—applaud.” She then made a second mistake when she realized what she’d done wrong and put her hands over her eyes.


The scene conjures up “Hear no evil, see no evil, speak no evil.” It’s probably true that Mrs. Nixon’s mind was wandering, so whatever she heard (even if it had been “evil”) was only half understood. Sitting in front of television cameras, you see nothing of the broadcast, only the cameras and the shapes of the cameramen. You’re made myopic, cut off from really seeing the larger scene. The mistake was in congratulating herself, in responding to a verbal cue, and therefore being robotic. For someone as closemouthed as Mrs. Nixon, who you wouldn’t assume would blurt out anything, the problem was not so much making a sound as it was being caught not thinking, not realizing that she was the center of attention, and that, therefore, good manners required that she not congratulate herself. Embarrassed, she raised her hands to cover her face, compounding the problem. The cameras moved away from her. Only if you wanted to do in your subject would you have the cameras linger—as they undoubtedly would, now.





Major and Minor Events of Mrs. Nixon’s Life


Working hard on the family farm in California, along with her mother, father, and two brothers


Losing both parents when she was young


Having ambition and trying to accomplish meaningful things


Having the courage to go on adventures, such as driving an elderly couple cross-country to their destination, and changing a flat tire along the way


Gardening


Sewing


Doing domestic chores


Graduating from college


Being robbed at gunpoint in a bank where she worked


Acting


Not marrying Mr. Nixon


Marrying Mr. Nixon


Having two daughters


Appearing on TV without a fur coat while Mr. Nixon explained to the nation where their money came from, and where their money went. (This was known not as the Cloth Coat speech, but as the Checkers speech—their dog being more likely to elicit sympathy than a woman unadorned in fur.)


Traveling the world: to fifty-three nations, and to Peru twice (Mr. and Mrs. Nixon were spit on during the first Peru trip, when an angry mob tried to overturn their car. The second time she went to Peru, Mr. Nixon did not go with her. No one attacked the car.)


Making a decision not to express her views publicly


Advising Mr. Nixon to destroy the tapes


Yearning for vacations but usually staying home


Working as her husband’s unpaid secretary (“Miss Ryan”)


Disguising herself to walk undisturbed in Washington (usually at night, a scarf covering her head)


Serving as First Lady:


Giving tours


Ordering “the Nixon china,” as her predecessors had ordered “the Kennedy china,” et cetera.


Having spotlights installed to light the White House at night


Consulting curators about acquiring antiques, and repositioning existing furniture


Standing in receiving lines


Attending performances


Attending religious services


Inviting Jacqueline Kennedy and her two children back to the White House


Answering great quantities of mail written to her


Posing for her official portrait by Henriette Wyeth Hurd


Calling off production of “the Nixon china”


Leaving Washington for California when Mr. Nixon resigned


Reading Woodward and Bernstein’s The Final Days, which her husband felt hastened her death


Arranging a surprise party for her depressed husband


Having a stroke, whose effects she worked hard to reverse





Mrs. Nixon, Without Lorgnette


Chekhov’s “The Lady with the Little Dog” is known to every serious reader of the short story. It’s a love story, it’s eloquent, it’s about yearning and what the aftermath of yearning might be—though Chekhov ends his story before we see the exact repercussions. At Yalta, a beachside resort, a married man meets a married woman, and the two become lovers. She leaves, but he cannot forget her. He eventually follows her to Moscow. He appears at the theater, where she is watching a play, The Geisha. He says hello, she is startled but quickly responds to his presence, retreating into the theater and eventually kissing him. Are they to escape their mundane lives, and are we watching the beginning of this—act one? Two boys see them kiss. No more is made of this. Anna Sergeevna and Dmitri Dmitrich Gurov—if one thinks romantically—are meant to be together. At story’s end, at least for the moment, they are. They are, yet there is ambiguity: “And it seemed that, just a little more—and the solution would be found, and then a new, beautiful life would begin; and it was clear to both of them that the end was still far, far off, and that the most complicated and difficult part was just beginning.” The end is ambiguous: the end of everything, death, or the way their relationship turns out? One interpretation haunts the other.


The idea of something beginning again, though, can weary one at this point. In any case, the reader can see that there is no more space and that the story will end with the paragraph. We have to imagine, but with imagining come effort and confusion, and what we envision is now tinged with portentousness: now that there is breathing room, the moralist (or at least the skeptic) in us can come out. It’s almost required. We have been swept up in the inevitability, the necessity, of their union for much of the story, but when we have no more information, we can only imagine, and to imagine means to reassess.
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