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Prologue


AUGUST 19, 1976

That faint clanking sound, arriving through the open window of his home office: Was it coming from the courtyard? Was it being made with the pulley they’d attached to the house?

Christ, it couldn’t be, thought Nixon, looking at his new digital watch: 6:15 p.m. No, they still had the round-the-clock nurse, and she wouldn’t be letting Pat get up from her long afternoon nap for another fifteen minutes, when he’d join her for a glass of fruit juice and dinner off the TV trays.

He heard the clanking again and realized it was just the halyard slapping the flagpole. Manolo must be lowering the Stars and Stripes a little early. Nixon felt relieved to know that poor Pat wasn’t once more at the exercise pulley, working it without complaint, no matter the agony, trying to regain the left-arm strength the stroke had stolen six weeks before. Thank God she could still use her right hand; he would die from the pity of it all if he had to sit there and feed her.

More of a breeze than usual was coming off the Pacific tonight. Nixon closed the window and turned up the sound on the office TV. It was prime time in Kansas City, two hours ahead of San Clemente, and Rockefeller had just taken the podium to cheers that seemed almost affectionate, nothing like the catcalls he’d gotten twelve years ago in San Francisco. YOU LOUSY LOVER! YOU LOUSY LOVER! Sitting on the sidelines of the Cow Palace that night, Nixon and Pat had stared ahead in disbelief, not reacting, pretending not to hear. Hell, maybe Nelson had had it coming—running off with Happy, who’d abandoned her own four kids—but Nixon would have preferred another Caracas shower of spit and stones to the shrieks of all those triumphant Goldwaterites, rushing like lemmings into Lyndon Johnson’s landslide.

The Tilt-A-Whirl of the last twelve years had ended up making Nelson vice president, the unelected standby to an unelected president; and now, in a last gyration, he’d been kicked to the curb, dumped by dumb, docile Jerry in order to placate the Reagan troops, who’d damned near succeeded in nominating their own man. Christ, this was some sorry spectacle for a sitting president. Limping over the finish line with a handful more delegates than the other guy!

And now it fell to Nelson to nominate his own successor—angry Bob Dole, whom the liberals were already calling Ford’s Nixon, Jerry’s “hatchet man.” Well, it was a bad choice, as he could have warned Ford, and tried to. No soap. So here was Nelson, still garrulous and not very bright—all money and dick, if truth be told—knocking himself out to be a sport:

Delegates to the convention, fellow Americans, last night in this hall the Republican Party made history. It endorsed the solid achievements of the first person ever to hold the office of president of the United States by appointment.

Christ, what’s the point of bringing that up? Ford’s biggest problem, if you didn’t count the pardon, was that he owed his goddamned job to Nixon.

And I ask you, ladies and gentlemen, where else in the world would the winner go pay a call on the runner-up?

Well, what winner but Jerry would be dumb enough to go to the hotel room of the man he’d just beaten, barely, as if he were room service rather than the goddamned president of the United States? Same as he’d pissed away the Bicentennial, giving a half-dozen dopey speeches instead of one big memorable address. No sense of any occasion’s demands and opportunities.

This could all have turned out worse, of course. The party could have decided that Nixon’s replacement and pardoner was so beyond the pale that they wouldn’t even think of nominating him. They could have turned to some noble son of a bitch like Richardson, just to purify themselves for the voters. No, he wouldn’t raise his blood pressure higher than Pat’s by thinking about that cocksucker, who after all was going nowhere fast. The London embassy and then secretary of commerce: What did they call it? “Downward mobility”? Christ, the bastard had done better under Nixon than Ford!

The former president was, on this summer California night, still in a jacket and tie. He never lets himself be without either when he goes to this office just yards from the house. If he starts sitting around in a Ban-Lon shirt, that’ll be the end of any chance to climb back even halfway from the hell of the past two years. Exile, they called it. Christ, more like house arrest.

As Nelson went on, Nixon did allow himself to loosen the tie a bit, an action that tugged his gaze toward the accumulating typescript of his memoirs, piled on a cabinet near the window. He was up to 1970, and the work was getting harder all the time. Try telling the story of your administration without access to your own damned papers! Everything remained under the government’s lock and key three thousand miles away, and Jerry Ford wasn’t about to intercede on his predecessor’s behalf for the sake of mere history.

The little, recent punishments, postscripts to the loss of the presidency, were turning out to be more inventive and sadistic than the giant axe that had fallen two years before. Only weeks ago they’d thrown him out of the New York State Bar rather than allowing him to resign: oh no, they weren’t going to let him get away with that again—not when disbarment could be made into a miniature version of the impeachment he’d “escaped.” You almost had to admire their maneuver, something worthy of Colson in his best days.

Pat, who’d never wanted to be anything more than the wife of a lawyer, had taken the disbarment especially hard—the social disgrace of it, he supposes. It had, he was sure, contributed to the worst blow of all, this stroke. If she were well, she’d be coming in here, fetching him for the short walk back to the house and dinner, scolding him when she saw he’d already fixed himself a cocktail from the little cabinet on which the typescript sat. Put a little more water in that, pal. His imagination could so clearly imagine her saying it, her smile untwisted and her speech unslurred.

Those sons of bitches, Bernstein and Woodward, had made her out to be a drunk. They were the main cause of this stroke, as surely as if they’d injected her with something. The Final Days: he’d told her not to read it, and she’d promised him she wouldn’t. But she’d borrowed it from one of the two secretaries he had here each day until five o’clock—a gal who’d been skimming it, maybe for libels but probably just out of curiosity. One thing you could bet on: if Rose were still with him, she’d never have left the goddamned thing on the desk where Pat could see it. Reading the book over Fourth of July weekend is what sent the blood bursting out of her veins and brought on the heartbreak to which he now paid daily witness. To see his wild Irish rose playing with a preschooler’s blocks, trying to get back the coordination in her fingers by pressing them into a little steeple!

He turned his gaze toward the huge Oriental fan mounted on the wall—something she’d been given in China, not in ’72 but during their trip this past February. God, how they’d enjoyed themselves! The crowds in Canton had been as loud, as crazed with friendliness, as the ones in Cairo back in ’74, two months before the end, when he still thought he might save himself by solving the whole insoluble Middle East mess.

But even in China they’d not been able to get completely away from the news back home: Goldwater—a crackpot-turned-pseudo-elder-statesman—had suggested that Nixon do everyone a favor and just stay over there. Imagine being told back in 1960 that he’d end up having more stomach for Nelson than Barry!

He returned his attention to the TV. Rockefeller was going on too long about Dole: He has that quality of candor, of openness, of forthrightness, so needed in our times…No, he doesn’t. Dole is strong, but he’s a shifty s.o.b. and won’t play well on the tube this fall. What is picking him going to accomplish? They don’t think they can carry goddamned Kansas without him?

Jerry, and the party, could have done a hell of a lot better, and that’s why he’d been on the phone pushing Connally late last night, once Ford had eked out this pathetic victory. He’d made two separate calls to the president’s hotel, but Cheney, the boy chief of staff, made sure he never got through. Well, this ticket was finished. Reagan might be going home the loser, but Ford didn’t realize that the poison of the primary season would kill him in November.

Several months ago, Nixon hadn’t given Reagan a chance. There’d been talk in February that his own return trip to China should be postponed—lest Ford be hurt in New Hampshire by the sudden reappearance of his evil benefactor all over the front pages. (He should still have that much influence!) Ford had managed a win up there, though not by much. The real surprise had been seeing Reagan stick it out after that, through loss after loss, until he finally started winning in the South and West, forcing Ford into the death struggle that had ended only last night.

He suspected that Reagan’s wife, terrifying little Nancy, had made him stay in the race until things turned around in North Carolina—the state where things had turned against Nixon back in ’60, when he smashed his knee on that car door and wound up in the hospital, losing days he just didn’t have to Jack.

Christ, in another ten years the campaigns will all be blending together, to the point where he won’t be able to tell one from the other. Well, there’s no need to rush senility by getting half in the bag on a weeknight. Put a little more water in that, pal. He set down his drink.

Nixon’s eyes found Reagan in a framed grip-and-grin photo across the room. Yes, he’d shown something like grit, staying in as long as he had, scrounging for the last uncommitted delegates, even throwing a long ball and announcing a running mate—that liberal asshole from Pennsylvania—weeks before the convention. Nixon had always considered Reagan the luckiest son of a bitch since Coolidge, though there’d been bits and pieces, here and there, that he’d admired. The students at Berkeley had never rattled Reagan—he’d rattled them—whereas the kids on campus and in the streets had driven Nixon up the wall. He didn’t need his papers to remember that part of 1970!

Ford’s people would have a hell of a time conciliating Reagan’s. Agreeing to one minority platform plank was hardly going to do the job. “Morality in Foreign Policy”! Jesus, as if all Reagan’s human-rights griping amounted to a damned thing. His people were trying to make Ford and Henry look like Chamberlain just because they’d agreed to whatever meaningless crap Brezhnev had wanted at Helsinki. Did Reagan really object to “nonintervention” in the Soviets’ internal affairs? Well, if the world blew up, the gulags would blow with it, and the prisoners still wouldn’t be free to vote or go to church; they’d only be free to be dead.

At least Ford was willing to let Kissinger remind him that the larger world was important. When Reagan heard somebody mention Canton or Cairo, he thought of Ohio and Illinois. He had no more vision than he had realism, and God knows he didn’t have the wit to understand that those two things went hand in hand.

The TV cameras had just cut away from Nelson, for only a second, to show Henry taking his seat in the convention stands, next to his Nancy—a smart gal, even if she does smell like a tobacco barn. Now the two of them could catch the end of their old patron Rockefeller’s remarks, and try to ignore the boos with which Reagan’s forces had greeted their arrival.

Maybe not just Reagan’s people, either. Maybe some of Ford’s were booing, too, because even now Henry brought with him memories of You Know Who, the man who’d been on five of the last six tickets to come out of a goddamned Republican convention, and whose name had yet to be spoken at this one.

It was no surprise that these days he and Henry spoke as little as they did. He’d no more expected their “friendship” to endure than he had the Paris Peace Accords. All the cracks had gotten back to him (“our meatball president”), and he’d had to keep himself from puking when he first asked, last summer, for Henry’s permission to travel to China—and been told to wait until after Ford went in the fall. Of course, once he did make the trip, Ford’s people had been happy enough to have his report.

Christ, Rockefeller was still at it, quoting Truman now: Bob Dole is a man who can pass the test once put out by that great and beloved Missourian from Independence, who said so aptly: “If you can’t take the heat get out of the kitchen.”

Well, thought Nixon, I’m now the only ex-president you’ve got. He’d buried all the rest of them—Ike, Truman, and Johnson—during his own time in the White House. And he was still determined to make the most of his singular status, however prematurely it had been conferred. And when Ford became an ex, as he surely would five months from now, you could damn well be certain that Nixon would find a way to outshine the competition.

He looked at the pink phone messages from last night, noting one from Peter Cox. Same last name as his son-in-law, whose political career looked to have stalled out before it started. Too bad Tricia didn’t have the drive of Ron’s little frau! This Cox, from Dallas, was a Reagan man, he recalled; but he also took care of Connally’s interests. And he must know that Nixon had done all he could in the last few days to advance John’s prospects. Was it a thank-you call? Nixon fingered the pink square of paper and wondered.

Nelson had at last surrendered the microphone to some blind woman delegate from Iowa, who was assuring everyone that poor battle-mangled Bob Dole would soon be building wheelchair ramps for the disabled all over America. This was the sort of penny-ante stuff that had always bored him while he’d governed the country. NBC must be bored, too: they were cutting away from the speaker to show a film clip of Reagan, who’d yet to arrive in the hall. The footage came from earlier in the day, when Ron and Nancy had had to thank their crushed supporters.

As Nixon watched it, the usual mixture of feelings stirred in him. He could never quite make up his mind about the man. Reagan had been too smart to let Ford lure him into the cabinet; you had to give him that. But he’d always had it too easy, especially with the goddamned Republican Party in California. Usually so lazy, they’d gone all out for him in ’66 and made it possible for him to do what Richard Nixon, an ex–vice president, hadn’t been able to four years earlier: send Pat Brown packing from Sacramento. (Christ, Brown’s kid Jerry had moved awfully fast! Now the governor at thirty-eight. Really, what the hell is wrong with Tricia’s Ed?)

But this is the end of the trail for Reagan. If Carter gets in, and he will, there won’t be a reasonable shot for Ron until ’84—the country hadn’t thrown out an elected incumbent since Hoover—and at that point Reagan will be older than Eisenhower was when leaving office.

In fact, Reagan is two years older than himself: and here he is, still only sixty-three, with his feet up on a hassock and the remote control in his hand.

All the goddamned plastic horns were getting on his nerves. He clicked off the television, just as the delegates got ready to vote for Dole. He took another look at his watch and saw it was time to steel himself for dinner with Pat. He exited the office and crossed the patio. To think that two months ago he’d still been worrying about his own slight limp, from the phlebitis! The courtyard’s flowers, he could see, were neglected. Who knew if she’d ever be able to get back to gardening? But the lawns were better: the book advance and the money from selling the place in Key Biscayne had allowed them to put the groundsman on an extra day a week.

He stood still for a moment, gathering his courage into an approximation of hers. Trying not to make a noise, he tugged on the exercise pulley, wondering not how long it would take her to recover, but how long it would take him. He snapped on the smile he’d summoned for thirty years, ten thousand times and more, whenever he’d entered a room full of people he needed.

Onward and upward—her favorite saying.

He’d be done with dinner in fifteen minutes; then he’d go back to the office and return the call from Connally’s man.

—

“What are you looking at?” Jane Hazard asked Anne Macmurray Cox, whose binoculars had been focused, intently and at length, on some point halfway across the Kemper Arena.

“Nothing,” said Anne, lowering the lenses. “Or I should say ‘good-for-nothing.’ ”

The two women, Michigan delegates—Anne from Owosso, and Jane from Chesaning—had met only on Sunday night here in Kansas City, just before the convention opened, but by now they had spent enough time together for Mrs. Hazard to know that “good-for-nothing” referred to Mrs. Cox’s ex-husband, Peter, himself a delegate from Texas. Anne had been observing him, distant but magnified, off and on throughout each evening’s proceedings, and tonight would be her last opportunity to do so. She and Peter kept in touch only about their two grown children, and he was mostly estranged from both of them, and so such occasions were few.

“He’s on the phone,” Anne said to Jane, after failing to resist another peek through the binoculars. Peter was using the kitchen-style wall telephone attached to the Texas delegation’s stanchion, mouthing the name of whoever he was listening to, so that the person standing next to him would be duly impressed by the caller’s importance—and thus by Peter’s, too. Anne explained all this to Jane.

“Who is it?” asked Mrs. Hazard. “The caller, I mean.”

“I wish I could read lips.”

Peter would be sixty in just two years. At fifty-one, Anne had quite a bit more time before hitting that milestone, but she was annoyed, as she’d been each night this week, by how good-looking Peter remained, sort of bronze and leathery all at once, even though he was too naturally fair-skinned for what people now called the “Sunbelt.” She suspected he’d had one or two “precancerous” spots removed during the last few years, as he’d already had done in the course of their seventeen-year marriage, which had ended a decade ago. The divorce had been every bit as chilly as she’d somehow always known it would be, even when he proposed to her way back in 1948. All that summer and fall in Owosso, she’d been caught between patrician Peter and, God rest his soul, Jack Riley, the local UAW man. (Man? He seemed a boy in memory.) The triangle had played itself out against the presidential election, to the amusement of the locals in what was Thomas E. Dewey’s hometown. Dewey, to everyone’s astonishment, had been defeated, while Peter had won both her and a seat in the state senate.

Over the next dozen years, despite his ambition and his success as a lawyer, he had never gone any further politically, and in 1960, just before Michigan went for Kennedy over Nixon, the Shiawassee County GOP decided it had had enough of Peter Cox’s grating blend of the blue-blooded and smart-alecky—and picked someone else to run for his seat in the legislature.

Right now, here on the convention floor, some irreconcilable Reaganites, real crazies, were trying to put Jesse Helms’s name in nomination against Bob Dole’s—a futile gesture that had the Ford people, like Anne, looking at their watches.

“Viva!” shouted the Texas delegates, probably out of boredom.

“Olé!” replied the Californians.

“Oh God, not that again,” said Mrs. Hazard.

Without lowering her binoculars, Anne listened to the cross-cheering from the two Reagan-heavy delegations. They’d been at it each night this week, keeping up one another’s spirits in the face of defeat. And, sure enough, there was Peter, off the phone but still delighted with himself, bellowing along with his fellow Texans.

Suddenly, Jane and Anne had the same thought; both turned around to look at the skyboxes. Were Reagan and Nancy arriving to greet the faithful from their little glass house? Was that what the cheering signified? All week that little bitch—Anne felt no guilt using the word—had been trying to upstage the first lady with her strategic apparitions. But Mrs. Ford had managed some good moments of her own, like dancing with Tony Orlando to “Tie a Yellow Ribbon.” True, the song seemed to suggest that Jerry Ford was being paroled instead of nominated—but still.

Jane, without benefit of binoculars, continued scanning the skyboxes for a sign of the Reagans. “Did you know he calls her Mommy?” she asked Anne, who lowered the field glasses and made a puking gesture. The sight of her index finger, pointed at her own open mouth, reminded her that she’d recently given up nail polish; she tried to see whether Jane might have as well.

It was 8:45 p.m. and, sure enough, there, at last, were Reagan and Mommy, come to hear Dole’s speech and then Ford’s. Up in the skybox the two figures were waving, like the king and queen of some little glass asteroid. Every person cheering them—Viva! Olé!—now had an unobstructed view of these devotional objects. The whole arena had been built without a single interior column, and while Anne looked toward the skybox, without cheering, she wondered how the roof stayed up. She took satisfaction in how far the actor and his little wife were from the podium that had been their goal. She and Jane proceeded to let the Reagan people, including Peter, cheer their brains out for a full six minutes. Anne had to remind herself that her side had won, and she made sure the lapels of her Ultrasuede jacket didn’t obscure either her E.R.A.! button or the one that said ELECT BETTY’S HUSBAND.

The arrival at the lectern of Kansas’s other senator—Pearson?—did little to calm the Reagan troops. He was there to introduce Dole, but no one was listening.

“Shouldn’t they bring out Alf Landon?” asked Jane. The party’s 1936 standard bearer, a twinkling near-nonagenarian, had already delivered some remarks the other night. Had the convention organizers known that the VP pick would be Dole, they might have saved Alf, another Kansan, for the task.

“He doesn’t exactly spell landslide,” Anne said.

“Maybe backwards,” Jane conceded.

There were moments when Anne had to admit how little Jerry Ford had going for him. She didn’t see how he could overcome the great crush so many Americans were developing on Carter, whose I’ll-never-lie-to-you pledge seemed to one-up George Washington: Carter was making the promise without even having chopped down a cherry tree. The Republicans did seem hopelessly out of gas. Outside this arena a giant elephant balloon had failed to inflate, leaving a thousand pounds of gray latex spread across the parking lot. And inside the hall each orator had to reach back twenty years, to Eisenhower, for a GOP president whose name could be safely mentioned. Sometimes they resorted to borrowing from the other party, as Rocky had done with Truman.

Kansas City was Truman’s town, of course: the bar at the Hotel Muehlebach, where Anne and Jane had last night sipped white wine until one a.m., even called itself The Haberdashery. No wonder Anne was having trouble getting her mind off Peter and ’48. Now a sudden last great roar for Reagan was making her remember a Saturday night from that faraway fall: seven thousand Owossoans turning out to greet their sure-thing favorite son, who came riding down Main Street in a green convertible behind seven brass bands. Traveling in Dewey’s wake had been Jerry and Betty Ford, interrupting their honeymoon with a night of campaigning for his first term in Congress.

A couple of weeks later the whole town had awakened with egg on its face. And Anne, a lonely Truman supporter, had ended up picking Peter, with whom she was forever sparring, over Jack, with whom she was forever necking. It was so long ago: one of the boys had given the other a black eye during that last tumultuous week before the election, but she could no longer remember who’d thrown the punch and who’d gotten hit.

Dole at last came out, waving his good arm. The moment had everybody up on their feet, even the Reagan people. Through the binoculars Anne could see that the vice-presidential candidate was even more damaged than today’s newspaper profiles let on. He seemed hollowed out on one whole side. He was handsome in a Humphrey Bogart sort of way, but—she could tell from those newspaper pieces—too quippy and clever by half, a version of Peter without the Yale varnish. Dole wouldn’t do anything to heal the still-open wounds everywhere in this arena. The vote was 1,187 to 1,070! The first real thriller of a convention since 1952, the year that Mrs. Peter Cox, wife of the state senator, had taken the marital route of least resistance and become a registered Republican.

Throwing in with the GOP had been the only way to accomplish anything worthwhile in Owosso, where Republicans ran everything from the League of Women Voters to the Board of Education. As it was, she hadn’t had to compromise herself much. She’d marched for open housing and fluoridation, and there’d been no shame in ringing doorbells for George Romney, who was more liberal than many Democrats, and honest to boot.

“How does he believe all that nonsense?” she suddenly asked Jane.

“Who? What nonsense?”

“Peter. All that Reagan nonsense. The evils of détente. Cutting taxes to produce more revenue.”

“Relax, Anne. We won. And the two of you are divorced, remember?”

The crowd was at last quieting down to listen to Dole. Anne put the binoculars away, determined not to look at Peter or think of him anymore. She would make herself take pleasure in her accomplishment of getting elected as a delegate. It had required nearly a year of planning and effort but had shortchanged no one. Both her children were now gone from the house—Ralph in law school out in Arizona, and Susan, having dropped out of Carleton, over on the West Coast, living with her boyfriend. Anne knew that those two were at least dabbling in drugs, and she disapproved. But good for Betty Ford for saying that a little experimentation in that realm, as well as with sex, didn’t require someone’s being read out of the human race.

There was nothing wrong, Anne now firmly told herself, with either of her children—or with their mother. She began making a mental list of her own recent initiatives: using her maiden name as a middle one—Anne Macmurray Cox; giving up golf for organic gardening. But she didn’t get far with her self-congratulatory pep talk. Peter, just by being here, and bringing with him all their unhappy history, was spoiling what should have been a grand night.

His own recent history was galling. In ’73 he’d married someone fifteen years younger than herself, a girl who wore a lot of turquoise and ran a “gallery” in Turtle Creek. Anne could imagine the pictures she sold—lots of clowns and big-eyed Walter Keane waifs painted on velvet.

And let us recall that hard-fought battles have never hurt our party. It was just such a contest in 1952 that gave us Dwight David Eisenhower. And President Eisenhower gave us eight years of prosperity, and President Ford will do the same!

And he would, thought Anne, listening to Dole, forcing herself to get caught up, if only for a moment, in the spirit of things. She wished she had one of those plastic horns. Yes, Ford would succeed in the steady old I-like-Ike way. Peter didn’t believe all that Reagan nonsense; she was sure of it. His march to the right derived from his own little local defeat—from having been thrown aside by the party’s Main Street regulars, neighbors who didn’t like him, pure and simple. That was what had turned him into a full-throated Goldwater man, and sent him southward in a fit of pique. He sported his new politics the way he sported the turquoise girl and all the money he’d made in Dallas, as a badge of I-don’t-need-you vulgarity that he could flash at anyone, including his ex-wife.

Dole, having quickly finished, accepted cheers without milking the crowd for more; he was already the good, subordinate running mate, willing to settle for a smaller share of everything. Only seconds after he departed, the spotlights came back on, shining down upon the lectern as if the convention managers feared that any interval in the program might allow the Reaganites to manifest their restlessness. Would Ford be hustled on right now, without any further ado?

Jane realized something else was happening. “Oh, Anne!” she exclaimed, elbowing her friend. “Look!”

It was Cary Grant, even handsomer than he’d been twenty years ago, waving to the crowd, his white hair and thick black-rimmed glasses glinting under the lights. He’d come to the platform to pay tribute to Betty Ford and introduce a little film about the first family, but the crowd—both halves of it—was too excited to let him get started. Anne and Jane smiled at each other; how nice to have a real star, a leading man, on their side; someone ten times bigger than Ronald Reagan, that supporting player who’d had to seek career salvation as a TV host and corporate pitchman.

“I’m here,” said Grant, “because I’ve been permitted the happy privilege of introducing a remarkable woman.”

It seemed that Mrs. Ford herself would come out before the film started.

“Women have always been one of my favorite causes, too,” Grant continued.

BETTY! BETTY! BETTY! roared half the crowd.

Jane turned to Anne to share the moment, the feeling of celebration at last unleashed. But she saw that Anne had collapsed back, helplessly, into all the misery Peter had put her through during their years in Owosso, including all the early local versions of the turquoise girl. Not even the sudden friendly sight of Betty Ford up there on the podium—“Mr. Grant, I accept your nomination! What woman could turn down Cary Grant?”—would let her shake off the heavy, re-imposed weight of the past.

“Buck up,” Jane whispered as the lights went down for the campaign movie. “If things had turned out differently, we’d be watching Bedtime for Bonzo.”

As the Ford film played on—there was Jerry toasting his own English muffins, and letting an ancient Hirohito visit Disneyland—Anne felt the futility of all her recent little attempts at reinvention. She was mired in a past that Peter still governed, and she needed to convince herself that he did not somehow rule the years ahead, that the future did not belong to him and the turquoise girl, any more than it belonged to Ronald Reagan and poisonous, defeated little Nancy, up there in the skybox.

—

“Ave, my darling,” said Pamela Digby Churchill Hayward Harriman, gently rousing her latest husband from his slumber in front of the television. “You asked me to wake you.”

The former governor of New York and ambassador to the Soviet Union, the eighty-four-year-old scion of railroad kings and robber barons, slowly stirred. “Right,” he said, trying to remember what for. “Ford.”

“Yes,” said his wife, with an encouraging smile. “He’s just come on.” Mrs. Harriman pointed to the television.

“He reminds me of Barkley,” said her husband, after sitting up a bit.

Bishop Berkeley? Barclay’s Bank? Perhaps he meant Busby Berkeley. Ave’s accent sometimes sounded more English than Pamela’s own.

“Truman’s vice president,” he said, by way of clarification.

“Yes,” said his wife. “Of course.” After five years at it, she still had much to learn about American history and politics.

She walked across the room to turn down the air conditioner. Americans never understood that being always-too-cold in the winter had relieved the English of any desire to be overly cool during summer. Still, it felt ridiculous to be in Washington in the middle of August when they could be in Sun Valley or at her own New York house on Croton Lake. But they needed to be here, before their upcoming trip to Russia, so that over the next couple of days Dick Holbrooke could give Ave a series of briefings. Her husband had secured a tiny advisory role in the Carter campaign; he would be reporting back to the Democratic candidate on whatever Brezhnev said during next month’s Moscow meeting, at which Ave would explain the issues in the American election to the Soviet premier—just as he’d once explained such things to Stalin.

Pamela knew that her husband was hoping, once Carter got in, for an actual job. No matter that even ten years ago Johnson had worried about Ave’s advancing age and deafness before giving him an assignment.

“More coffee, dear?” asked Pamela.

Ave ignored her to concentrate on the television.

Five years ago, when he’d been merely seventy-nine and a new, lonely widower, she’d been able to get his attention. As soon as Leland Hayward, Pamela’s then husband, died of a stroke, she made sure Averell Harriman saw the obituary. As she’d anticipated, the news sparked old memories of their World War II flirtation, when she’d been married to the prime minister’s son. Only twenty and already a mother, she’d caught the eye of attractive Mr. Harriman, who was running the American end of Lend-Lease and popping in and out of Number 10. Thirty years later, a few months after Leland’s demise, Kay Graham decided to throw them back together at a dinner party. Ave was soon crowing like some coq d’or begging to be let down from the weather vane. She’d briefly wondered whether their twenty-nine-year age difference should be regarded as more, or less, preposterous than it had been in 1941. No matter: on September 27, 1971, six months after the appearance of Leland’s obit, they’d married.

Pamela’s past five years of study had really been a return to the interest in politics she’d maintained when married to Randolph Churchill—and, in fact, quite a bit before that. Parliaments had been loaded with Digbys from time immemorial. Political life was natural to her, even if she’d come back to it only because of Ave, whose ambitions had never slackened with age.

She had adopted and advanced the interests of each husband and lover she’d ever acquired. She learned about French furniture during her years with Elie de Rothschild, and a bit later, when Gianni Agnelli entered the picture, had gone so far as to read the Encyclopaedia Britannica article on the internal combustion engine. And between 1960 and 1971, as the fifth Mrs. Leland Hayward, she had mastered and weighed in upon all the dealings that generated a theatrical producer’s box office. When Leland put on The Sound of Music, she gave everyone they knew a silver cigarette case that played “Edelweiss.” For Ave she had even become a citizen, though she’d always felt herself to be more American than most of the actual Americans she encountered.

Her new citizenship also protected her from complaints that her electoral efforts amounted to foreign meddling in U.S. affairs. This year she and Ave had come out for Carter a bit later than they should have, so she could hardly claim that she’d made the Georgia governor or that he owed her and Ave much in particular. But Carter would, she suspected, come and go rather quickly, in time enough for Pamela Harriman to find, and cultivate, the real one, the as-yet-unknown comer whose ascendancy would be her great accomplishment.

This Georgetown residence might be too small for the operation she had in mind. It carried some nice recent legend as the house that Ave and Marie, her predecessor, had lent to Jackie and the president’s children after Jack got killed, but it was cramped compared to the apartment she and Leland had had in New York, at Fifth Avenue and Eighty-third, just a couple of blocks from where Jackie eventually settled herself. Even so, Pamela was giving it her all now. During those dinner parties, she took notes on the conversation, using a cream-colored pad so tiny one could mistake it for a dollop of sauce that had splashed onto the tablecloth. She didn’t think of herself as a hostess. She felt more as if she were working in Leland’s old lines of agentry and producing.

These thoughts drifted through her mind as her watchful eye alternated its focus between Ave and the television screen, becoming truly fixed on the latter only when the camera gave a view of the skybox, where both Reagans sat with smiles firmly in place and hands firmly in their laps. A friend of Kay’s had taken Pamela to the National Press Club last year for Reagan’s announcement of his candidacy—all part of her continuing political education. That day, she paid particular attention to Nancy, just about her own age, with a husband ten years older, instead of twenty-nine. Even so, Reagan would now be past the point of presidential possibility.

Ave, of course, was really here to make Pamela a widow, not a wife. She had been a model of assiduous devotion these past five years, a most vigilant mother hen, and even now, on occasion, a sorceress in the bedroom. But she knew the real point of this marriage would be what derived from it once Ave was gone, the life she would make from the last fortune and surname to come her way. Leland, alas, had not been made for widowing; he had left her with too many debts and too little purpose. Still, marriage was always more rewarding than mistressing—a truth she had not grasped until she’d been set aside by both Rothschild and Agnelli. She suspected that Nancy Reagan had intuited the lesson early.

“Hello, Mummy,” said Winston Churchill. “Hello, Ave.”

“Hello, darling,” Pamela responded to her son, who had just entered the room. Ave added a muffled, friendly grunt to the greeting.

Winston, at thirty-five, was now the Conservative MP for Stretford, as well as a trustee of the National Benevolent Fund for the Aged. He was here in Washington this week on a visit to some American counterpart of the charity—Pamela had forgotten its name. She did not mind being a grandmother, but was less keen on this particular job of Winston’s. His choice of a philanthropy somehow suggested that she had caught the disease of age, and that he might be pursuing its cure or relief in the way that other afflictions, cancer and so forth, inspired children of the sufferer to spearhead charities.

But at least Winston was loyal. One didn’t have to fear some poisonous book coming from his pen, the way she feared the one supposedly in the works from Leland’s daughter, Brooke. Well, you try being Dennis Hopper’s stepmother-in-law. That was no easy ride; some missteps had been inevitable, and she wouldn’t think of them now.

“You met him, darling, didn’t you?” Mrs. Harriman asked Winston. She pointed to Reagan, before he disappeared from the screen.

“Yes, Mummy. A year ago last spring.”

“With that awful woman.”

“Yes, Mummy. The Milk Snatcher. The Grocer’s Daughter.”

Pamela saw little likelihood that Mrs. Thatcher, the new leader of the Conservative opposition, would get any closer to Number 10 than Reagan had gotten to the White House.

“Remind me, Winston. What did the two of them discuss?”

“It was a sort of tour d’horizon.” His face darkened as he used the diplomat’s phrase. Anything French reminded him of his neglected childhood, when his mother, finished with Randolph, had decamped for Paris and Rothschild. “It was mostly foreign policy, I seem to recall. And I do remember—” He suddenly smiled, leaving the sentence unfinished.

“What is it you remember, dear?”

“What Mrs. T. said to me afterwards.”

“And what was that?”

Winston hesitated a moment, and grinned. “ ‘Poor dear, there’s really nothing between his ears.’ But she liked him nonetheless.” Mrs. Thatcher, like his mother, was a man’s woman, flutteringly susceptible in the midst of all her drive to the simplest sort of boyish charm.

“Go into the bathroom, dear.”

“I beg your pardon?” It was as if he were once again a little boy, weekending at Chequers and being told to have a pee before going in for his audience with the Old Man.

“Look above the toilet,” Pamela said.

Ave, annoyed by the chatter, motioned for Winston to turn the volume up, which the young man did before obediently heading into the little half-bathroom off the den they were in. Once there, he found what his mother had intended for him to see: a framed poster for Mr. President, the Irving Berlin musical that Leland had produced in the early sixties. Pamela’s son was mystified as to why she would be urging him to look at this instead of, say, the two Matisses in the hallway. He walked back into the den.

“They actually thought of Ronald Reagan for the lead,” his mother explained. “Leland had heard that he was a passable singer. He and Josh Logan seriously considered hiring him.”

Winston could think of nothing to say.

“I’m afraid Reagan couldn’t have made the show any worse,” Pamela reflected. Robert Ryan had turned out to be as awful as Irving Berlin’s senescent songs. And no one wanted to look at Nanette Fabray playing a first lady when they could see Jackie Kennedy, the real thing, on their TV screens.

“Come sit next to me, dear, and let’s listen to this speech with Ave.”

The camera took a final shot of Reagan. The losing candidate cocked an eyebrow. What did the gesture mean? Was it a sign of Reagan’s sudden, if momentary, engagement? Was it acting, or an indication that he’d just stopped acting? Pamela was not able to tell.

While Ford cleared his throat, the camera swept from skybox to podium, briefly catching the winsome, clapping presence of Shirley Temple Black, who, the anchorman explained, was now the nation’s chief of protocol.

Now that would be a fine job for Jimmy Carter to give Pamela Harriman. She looked over at Ave. Was it too late for him to buy it for her, with a great boxcarful of Union Pacific cash?

—

With his right hand, Christopher Hitchens paddled the little white ball against the wall. With his left, he reached for a glass of whiskey resting on the Ping-Pong table. He was alone, at three a.m., in the basement of the New Statesman’s offices in Great Turnstile, having come down here after getting bored correcting the final proofs of his latest article.

Three years shy of thirty, and a half dozen out of Oxford, Hitchens was becoming, in truth, a bit bored with himself, no matter that he was now climbing the masthead of his youthful dreams, laying down column inches inside the same London weekly through which Shaw and Orwell had spoken up against capitalism and cant. Over the last eight months, the New Statesman had dispatched him to Spain’s nascent and unpromising half-democracy; to a pro-PLO conference in Colonel Qadaffi’s Tripoli; and to the Baghdad of Saddam Hussein, who has sprung from being an underground revolutionary gunman to perhaps the first visionary Arab statesman since Nasser…Make a note of the name, he’d written.

Quoting himself came naturally, and why not? Hitchens made and won arguments with a style as crisp and springy as this Ping-Pong ball, in a voice that belonged untransferably to its owner. Whether deployed in Lisbon or Milan or Jerusalem, it worked with a devastatingly quiet self-assurance. As he had learned never to turn up the volume in conversation, so had he mastered the art of never resorting to italics on the page.

For all his recent foreign travel, it was domestic affairs that now called him back upstairs. Until his friend Fenton returned from holiday, Hitchens was charged with writing the “Spotlight on Politics” column. In Saturday’s issue, once he fully sharpened this recalcitrant proof, he would be bringing readers news of how Mrs. Thatcher’s “brittle schoolmarmish accent” was, half against her will, being marinated into something more plummy by a team of media coaches. If they succeeded, the results might help grease the lady’s path from mere opposition to Number 10.

During the past few weeks he’d done so well with Fenton’s column that there was talk of sending him to the fall party conferences—Labour in Blackpool and the Tories in Brighton. But the mere thought of those two vacation locales gave him, the son of a naval officer, a feeling of seaside-sickness, not from any undulation of the ocean, but from the second-rate twirling of all the tiny Ferris wheels and carousels. Even now, when it came to amusements, his countrymen seemed to do it up beige instead of brown. Larkin may have been mildly encouraged when British “sexual intercourse began in 1963,” but thirteen years on, there were still times when one could scarcely notice, let alone get, any. People here seemed continually to detumesce amidst the browned-out and guttering GNP, whereas in distant New York, which had eschewed austerity for gaudy, flat-out bankruptcy, the orange shag carpets were alive with all things venereal and inviting.

He envied Cockburn, who at this minute was over in the States covering Gerald Ford’s convention. A bland enough affair to be sure, but enlivened—he now learned from a perusal of his colleague’s just-arrived copy—by a measure of Barnum-like spectacle: John Dean, erstwhile snitch and newly appointed correspondent for Rolling Stone, was dodging Republican fists in Kansas City; and Miss Elizabeth Ray, the congressional secretary famously unable to type, was on the scene to offer the nonstenographic services she’d once reserved for a Democratic committee chairman.

Ronald Reagan, it seemed, had “at least offered the politics of the conservative imagination.” That was Cockburn’s gentle envoi to the patent-leather loser, and more than he deserved, thought Hitchens. Reverend Carter—a toothier, disco version of the Jazz Age Coolidge—would of course be the one to end up ruling the Day-Glo republic.

A part of Hitchens wished to be there instead of, well, here—where at 3:25 a.m. the radio, instead of being alive with paranoiac Yanks calling in on one subject or another, was broadcasting music so lugubrious it might be announcing the death of an East Bloc leader. Let anyone dare toss him the Johnsonian chestnut about how a man tired of London was tired of life and he’d toss it right back: he was tired of London because he was ready for life, of a louder sort than seemed available here. (Thinking in italics was permitted.)

Amis and McEwan would be showing up nine or ten hours from now for the usual Friday lunch. And since he himself was in the midst of a dry spell—with no woman waiting to throw her three-a.m. arms around the torso of the Hitch—he might as well, he decided, sleep here. It was a pity the basement offered only the hard apparatus of Ping-Pong instead of the soft baize playing field of a billiards table, but he seemed to remember a decent enough couch in the conference room upstairs.

Still, improvising the arrangement made him realize he should be making a more strenuous effort to find, as he often put it to friends, his first wife. Was she somewhere in America tonight? Or perhaps the second one was over there?

—

Ford’s speech, thought Nancy Reagan, had been about as weighty as the balloons that dropped at its close—the promise of “a safer and saner world” thanks to “dependable arms agreements”—but he had surprised everyone with what seemed to be a spontaneous invitation from the podium to the skybox: I would like, I would be honored on your behalf, to ask my good friend Governor Reagan to come down and say a few words at this time.

What choice had that left her and Ronnie? None, except now to make this underground race to the rostrum, which was so far away it might as well be in another time zone. The concrete tunnel they were in amplified the click of Nancy’s heels, and her mind went to the film vaults under Hollywood: she’d recently gotten a letter asking if she’d lend her name to some preservation group trying to halt the decay of all the old nitrate and acetate reels. She’d sent them fifty dollars and hoped they wouldn’t include Crash Landing, her own last movie, in their plans.

“What’ll I say?” asked Ronnie, who had his hand on her lower back. He was pushing her, however gently, to move even faster and catch up with Mike Deaver, ten strides ahead of them.

Irritated at the pace, not to mention the long distance between them and their destination—all this to do a favor for Jerry Ford!—she wondered how Mike, the aide who usually anticipated everything, had failed to have something prepared for this.

“I don’t know,” she replied at last to her husband. “Go with ‘shining city on a hill.’ ”

“Maybe,” he responded. She could tell, even as the two of them scurried in the half-dark, that he’d just cocked his head to the left.

Another voice, belonging to one of the Secret Service men who’d be quitting them tomorrow, said, “This way, Mrs. Reagan.” The agent pointed to a cement staircase up ahead. It was bathed in a shaft of light from above, and two balloons had fallen onto one of its steps. Down it came the sound of the convention orchestra playing “Everything’s Up to Date in Kansas City” for the umpteenth time this week. And so, for the umpteenth time, she banished from her mind the thought of Alfred Drake, with whom she’d had the briefest affair when he was doing Oklahoma! on Broadway.

The stairs, it turned out, led directly to the podium. She and Ronnie and the agent climbed them quickly. The noise from the arena grew louder as they surfaced, and then came the roar of recognition. Her eyes found Mike, already up near the microphone; he was gesturing for her and Ronnie to come forward.

She refused to look toward the Fords. As Ronnie walked ahead of her, bathed in the cheers and screams, she looked up at the dozens of klieg lights, a whole little constellation of them, and thought about what Joan Quigley, her astrologer, and Merv’s, had told her more than a year ago: an “adverse configuration of Saturn” would doom any presidential run by Ronald Reagan in 1976.

Standing in place as the plastic horns blared and the crowd continued its yelling—louder than anything the nominee had received—Nancy congratulated herself on having avoided kissing Betty, who stood on the other side of the lectern under her ten-years-out-of-date helmet of hair. She wouldn’t kiss her when this evening ended, either. Not after that interview a few months back. When Nancy met Ronnie that was it as far as her own life was concerned. She just fell apart at the seams. And they called her a bitch! Everyone who knew anything about those long-ago days knew that Ronnie, shredded to pieces by Jane Wyman, had been the one falling apart.

As he now got ready to speak, she looked at him with what the press called The Gaze, locking it in place like a seat belt before takeoff. People wondered how she never appeared bored listening to the same speech for the fiftieth time. It was simple: she never listened to it. As she persisted in The Gaze, her mind in fact became especially active, diverting itself to dozens of matters requiring thought and worry. But her eyes were so large and attentive—they’d been perfect for the little bit of film acting she’d gotten to do—people couldn’t believe she wasn’t genuinely enchanted.

At this moment there was plenty to worry about, not just the absence of a prepared text. The lights were harsh and Ronnie wasn’t made up, things that Mike might have done something about in advance, if he’d figured on their being up here. But it was too late for that—and for everything else.

It could all have been so different. If there’d been a snowstorm in New Hampshire on the day of the primary, their passionate voters would have turned out and Jerry’s tepid ones would have stayed home. Ronnie would have stopped him then and there, assumed a look of inevitability, and made a straight march to the nomination. In the end, exhausted, they’d run out of time, and her weather wishes had grown more extreme. If a tornado had only lifted off the roof of this arena several nights ago, the sign would have been clear, and the delegates would have reconvened somewhere else, shocked into doing the right thing.

Not yet able to make himself heard, Ronnie tried to tamp down the crowd, patting the air with his hands, as if it were a piano keyboard. The delay was so long that The Gaze actually faltered, and Nancy noticed Stu Spencer, their aide before he’d deserted to Ford’s side and come up with the nastiest ad of the whole six-month struggle: When you vote Tuesday, remember: Governor Reagan couldn’t start a war. President Reagan could. It was one thing for Lew Wasserman to represent both Ronald Reagan and Jane Wyman after the divorce. But what Stu had done was atrocious, and he had joined the long list of people she would never forgive. Jane, curiously enough, was not on it: she had shut up throughout the campaign, as she had during the previous ones, resisting the press’s attempts to get her to throw a zinger in the direction of her ex.

The orchestra stopped, and so at last did the cheers. She could barely get The Gaze locked back into place. Her heart was in her mouth: What would he find to say? She looked at her shoes, fearing that he might settle for that ancient ballad—I am sore wounded but not slain. / I will lay me down and bleed a while / And then rise up to fight again. The press would scorn him for it, say it was sore-loserish and all wrong for the occasion. But aside from all that, it was simply too sad; just playing the words in her head right now was bringing her to the verge of tears. She knew that this defeat had bled them to death, that there would be no fighting again. The past weeks of scavenging for delegates had done her in. Pretending to know the names of the wives and children of the men she was dialing; charming them, cajoling them, phonying it up—all of it harder work than the table-hopping and self-introducing she’d once done in the commissary after getting her MGM contract.

She was terrified, at this moment, that the podium was the precipice of a huge embarrassment. There had been too many farewells already: her agonized toast to Ronnie last night at dinner; this morning’s tear-filled goodbye to their volunteers. Enough!

Thank you very much, Mr. President, Mrs. Ford, Mr. Vice President, Mr. Vice President to-be…

She knew what the politicians on the platform were thinking: how calm he was; not a quaver in his voice; as if he were just getting ready to give the Panama Canal speech inside one more VFW hall in North Carolina rather than saying goodbye to twenty thousand people under these lights, these badly aligned pseudo-stars, here in this vast, weirdly unbuttressed arena. But this was nothing. How many times had she heard him tell the story of that night in 1940, in South Bend, when he’d stood up and talked, in person, to two hundred thousand people at the Knute Rockne premiere, the whole thing going out over Kate Smith’s radio show to more listeners than had tuned into Jerry Ford tonight.

I believe the Republican Party has a platform that is a banner of bold, unmistakable colors, with no pale pastel shades.

She’d joke about this line with Ted Graber, her decorator, when she next saw him. But come to think of it—yes, here was her inexhaustible ability to worry about anything—the line seemed to have something wrong with it. Was it too close to that one about Goldwater’s ’64 platform? A choice, not an echo. She broke The Gaze, imperceptibly, to steal a glance at Barry, whom she would also never forgive. Sticking with Jerry Ford, after all Ronnie had done for him in ’64! Merv tells her she’s the real Irishman in the family. “You know what Irish senility is?” he’d asked her at lunch a few weeks back. “You only remember the grudges.”

She feared, without note cards from Mike Deaver, that Ronnie would “go up,” forget whatever words he’d decided to speak. She can see the cameras, not just broadcasting this moment but recording what will be the last important film clip of Ronnie’s career, and she doesn’t want him to fade or fumble his way through it.

He is fading—lately, in some hard-to-define way; he’s harder for anyone to connect with. Not her, of course, but he’s been baffling many of the others who’ve been clustered around them in all the hotels they’ve been moving between. She has no idea what’s next for the two of them: he’s already turned down the chance to become Sevareid’s split-screened opposite on the CBS Evening News. “People will get tired of me on TV.” Even now he prefers radio.

She would get through the next moments by concentrating on the plus side: no more harrowing landings in the Flying Banana, that prop plane they’d made do with while Mr. and Mrs. Grand Rapids swanned around on Air Force One. And no more worrying that Patti would suddenly pose nude or marry one of the Eagles just in time to make the Tuesday-morning papers on the day of a primary.

If he could just bring this speech in for a landing, they could go home, and she’d be willing to spend a whole month at the horrible flea-ridden ranch he loved, without a single trip back to Pacific Palisades.

If I could take just a moment; I had an assignment the other day. Someone asked me to write a letter for a time capsule that is going to be opened in Los Angeles a hundred years from now, on our Tricentennial.

She has no recollection
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