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“Like Shakespeare’s summery comedies, the novel is about love’s madness.… A lovely meditation on the interplay between past and present.” —Jay Parini,

The New York Times Book Review




“It’s fueled by a sense of period detail so strong that reading it seems at times like paging through an old high school yearbook.… I enjoyed the wit and precision with which Mallon presents this world.”

—Michael Gorra, The Boston Sunday Globe




“Thomas Mallon is a smart, inventive, prolific writer.… What interests him is not history per se but the way in which large events touch and alter the lives of ordinary, unknown people.”

—Jonathan Yardley, The Washington Post




“Mallon’s prose is always rich and economical … . Dewey Defeats Truman is the kind of novel that restores meaning to the present by recovering the past.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“[A] beautifully controlled novel.… Mallon has so meticulously re-created a time and place that even trivial data has the force of nothing less than truth.… Mallon’s complicated meditation on the trials of private and public identity is beautifully fashioned. Its tale of yesteryear tells America a little bit about what it is today.”

—Publishers Weekly




[image: ]

THOMAS MALLON

DEWEY
DEFEATS
TRUMAN


Thomas Mallon is the author of eight novels, including Henry and Clara, Fellow Travelers, and Watergate. He is a frequent contributor to The New Yorker, The New York Times Book Review, and other publications.



www.thomasmallon.com


BOOKS BY THOMAS MALLON

Fiction

Arts and Sciences
Aurora 7
Henry and Clara
Dewey Defeats Truman
Two Moons Bandbox
Fellow Travelers
Watergate

Nonfiction

Edmund Blunden
A Book of One’s Own
Stolen Words
Rockets and Rodeos
In Fact
Mrs. Paine’s Garage
Yours Ever



[image: ]




FIRST VINTAGE BOOKS EDITION, APRIL 2013

Copyright © 1997 by Thomas Mallon

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Vintage Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Pantheon Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, in 1997.

Vintage and colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

The Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data for this edition has been applied for.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

eISBN: 978-0-345-80557-7

Author photograph © William Bodenschatz

Cover design by Evan Gaffney Design
Cover photograph of Thomas Dewey courtesy of the Library of Congress

www.vintagebooks.com

v3.1





For Helen Harrelson





Contents


Cover

About the Author

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve


Author’s Note and Acknowledgments






[image: ]

ONE

[image: ]

June 24

IT WAS AT MOMENTS LIKE THESE THAT BILLY GRIMES FELT humiliated to be riding his old Columbia instead of one of the English racers he’d coveted for years, ever since they showed up in magazines during the war. At seventeen, what he really required was a car, but that was another story, and right now his only course of action was to press the button on the metal box beneath the crossbar and sound the bell—somebody’s cornball idea of a built-in horn. Jeez, he might as well have one of those jinglers on a kid’s tricycle.

“Yeah, yeah,” said the guy in the hat with the press card, who was in the way, crossing the street and trying to keep his cup of lemonade from spilling. “I see ya, kid. I see ya.” He could also see the folded newspapers in the Columbia’s big wire basket, the Owosso Argus-Press for June 24, 1948. OUR TOM’S NIGHT IN PHILLY, proclaimed the rubber-banded stalks.

Billy wanted to ask him how much Eddie Regan’s kid sister had charged for the drink: more than the six cents she was getting last week before the reporters showed up, and would be getting again once they left town? This was the sort of situation Billy watched. No business was too small, so long as it was your own and had a good idea behind it. This paper route could never belong to anyone but the Campbell brothers at the Argus, and Billy still made two cents a paper, same as he had four long years ago at the age of thirteen, the first time reporters camped out in front of old Mrs. Dewey’s house a block back, the first time “Owosso’s favorite son” got the Republican nomination for President. The guy in the hat (who, if he were anybody important, would be attached to a radio microphone instead of a pad and pencil) had probably come out to Michigan then, too. He didn’t look all that pleased about returning. Probably a Democrat. All the reporters were, according to Billy’s father, and they weren’t happy about Dewey, a sure loser last time (had anybody expected him to knock off FDR?) being a sure winner this one.

Billy threw an Argus onto the second step of 403 West Oliver, a perfect hit, and rounded the corner to Adams. As nice as the sound of folded newsprint hitting painted wood might be, and despite its meaning two more cents toward a used Ford, Billy had to wonder if anything in his world would ever really change, or if four years from now he’d be twenty-one and still pitching papers from his seat on the Columbia as Owosso’s favorite son started running for his second term. How much had changed in the past four years, after all? Each morning Mrs. Hazel Grimes still sent Mr. Robert Grimes off with a sandwich and a kiss to his desk at Cadwallader-Lord Insurance; and Billy was still living on Pine Street with two older sisters who’d never gone off to the war the way everybody else’s brothers had.

One more year. Then he would be out of Owosso High and not on his way to Ann Arbor or MSC. All his friends were now deciding to be college men, as if the world offered no other choice. Billy only needed to get out of school and launch the right scheme, something that would work better than the ones he’d already tried. Each summer he found a new one, whether it was peddling weed killer he’d made in the basement or running a raft up and down the Shiawassee River, its painted sail advertising Christian’s department store. Last summer he’d tried to get Gus Farnham, an old barnstormer who had flown in the First World War, to split the profits on fifteen-minute joy rides they could give local kids in Gus’s old biplane. Gus would do the flying while Billy spread the word and sold the tickets. His father’s colleague Max Barber would have provided the insurance, if old Gus hadn’t shown up drunk at Cadwallader-Lord the morning they all met to discuss the plan.

Billy sometimes wondered if he wasn’t jinxed—which was why he held on to the paper route year after year. But his faith in himself (what Dale Carnegie preached in his amazing book) always reasserted itself and made him believe that one day he would be another Charlie Wilson running General Motors. Or at least enough of a success to carry Margaret Feller over the town line like it was a threshold. Before he was through he’d set the two of them up in some place on Park Avenue in New York City. He had known Margaret forever, and been “seeing her” (his mother’s phrase) since ’46, contenting himself with a date every other Saturday night and kisses that were directed to her cheek (roughly 75 percent of the time), her lips (most of the remaining 25 percent) and twice—only twice—to her luscious neck. About everything else, he had been dreaming almost since Dewey had run for President the first time.

Maybe tonight, as the town got all worked up, and Our Tom had his night in Philly, Billy Grimes would have his dream of Margaret Feller. He was hoping for cymbals and confetti and dancing down Main Street, the kind of stuff that would whip everyone, including Margaret, into a frenzy—even if all of it was over some New York governor nobody but the old-timers could remember. After all, Tom Dewey had gotten out of Owosso thirty years ago. He might have done it by way of Ann Arbor, but Billy was still happy to feel his fortunes connected to this rackets-busting Man of Destiny. The point was he had gotten out.

Oh, for crying out loud, there she was, Jane Herrick and her green garden hose, standing there like a sour statue, watering her grass. She might be the mother of his best friend, Tim, but Billy was determined to avoid having to say hello to her. He flipped an Argus to the house across the street from hers, watching its flight as if he really needed to concentrate. Mrs. Herrick didn’t even take the paper anymore. After her husband’s early death ten years ago, and Tim’s older brother, Arnie, getting killed in Belgium in ’44, she didn’t, as far as Billy could tell, take an interest in anything. “She’s angry at life,” his mother would say sympathetically.

It was now safe to look back over his shoulder. She wouldn’t notice him glancing up toward Tim’s open window for some sign that his friend sat behind the blue curtains fluttering over the sill. No, thought Billy, he wasn’t there. He was bound to be lying on a bank of the Shiawassee, along one of the stretches below town, the ones where no one had ever been around to see the advertising sail on the raft. He’d be there with a book, even though it was a perfect summer day. Tim Herrick was the best first baseman in Owosso, and whenever he and Billy managed to sneak a couple of beers behind the Indian Trails bus terminal, Tim could turn into a wild man of joy, whooping and hollering as if he were possessed. But most days he was too serious for his own good, too ready to ask crazy questions that ought to be left to philosophers. When the Russians pushed Masaryk out a window last winter, Tim had asked Billy, as they rode to school in his car (the ’36 Chevy that had belonged to Arnie), if he, Billy, sometimes wondered “if it meant nothing at all.” Billy had thought he was talking about whatever the Russians hoped to accomplish by “defenestrating” the Czech foreign minister, but no, it turned out Tim meant life itself, the whole thing. Living with his morose mother was having a bad effect on him. “Herrick,” he’d told him, “you’re too damned deep and depressed. You need a tonic.”

It was time to dismount. If the paper didn’t hit the top step of Horace Sinclair’s porch, right in the middle of the space under the overhang—God forbid a drop of water got on it—the old Spanish-American War cavalryman would have a holy fit. Calculating things on a time/labor basis, Billy figured he lost a half cent a day climbing off the bike to hand carry the paper to the porch: that was more than five dollars in five years. By rights, fat-assed old Mr. Sinclair—who, Billy’s grandmother insisted, had been thin and handsome when he charged up San Juan Hill, or the one next to it—ought to be paying extra for the custom service, but Billy never even got a Christmas tip.

“Thank you, Grimes,” said Horace Sinclair, sipping his glass of iced tea and not looking up from his copy of Ivanhoe. He and “the late Mrs. Sinclair,” as he still referred to his dead wife (a nice woman; she used to tip Billy) had always been great readers.

“It’s a pleasure, sir.” (Dale Carnegie couldn’t have done better.) Billy got back on the Columbia after wiping his forehead and taking an envious look at the pitcher of tea. A few more houses to hit and that was it. He turned down Oak, deciding that the shade of its trees was better than any sip of tea the old man might have offered. Racing back west on Williams, depositing two more papers on porches and four more cents in his bank account, he reached a point where he could see through a couple of yards to the back of the two-story Comstock Apartments on Oliver, the ones where a number of his female teachers had lived over the years, and where he sometimes saw Anne Macmurray, the dishy girl from Abner’s Bookstore, going in and out. If they all looked like her in Ann Arbor, where she’d gotten her diploma a year ago, Billy might be convinced to reconsider his plans; but most of the college-bound girls he knew were plain Janes. Margaret Feller was another exception; his biggest fear was that she’d insist on a college man for herself and send him a Dear John letter a semester after she left Owosso.

No, it wouldn’t happen that way. By that time he’d have launched his scheme in a place bigger than this, and she’d be desperate to hear of its success. He too would be a GONE GOOSE, as the bedsheet hanging from the upper story of an ardent Republican house put it. The painted bird above the two words had Harry Truman’s face and was winging its way back to Independence, Missouri. The phrase came from Mrs. Henry Luce’s speech to the convention a couple of nights ago. Billy had heard it on the radio and decided there was no reason it couldn’t apply to his success as well as Truman’s failure. (Talk about a scheme. Imagine coming up with the idea for Time and Life. No wonder Henry Luce had landed himself a wife as clever as that.)

After throwing the last paper and turning the bike toward the center of town, he decided he might as well go find Herrick. On his way to the patch of riverbank where he knew Tim would be, he could pass City Hall and see if there were signs of preparation for the stupendous celebration he was hoping for. He sped down John Street past Curwood Castle. Built by Owosso’s true favorite son, the late James Oliver Curwood, this stone imitation of a French fortress had always seemed an embarrassing thing to Billy, nothing on the order of the fortresses he’d read about in Howard Pyle’s books. Curwood’s “folly” (he’d learned the word from Mrs. Porter in sophomore English) had nothing to do with the man’s own books, either, these nature novels full of wolves and bears and cayuses (whatever the hell they were) that had earned him his money and got made into movies. They were dull books to Billy, but you couldn’t deny the success of the scheme. Curwood had turned himself into a brand name, and the proud librarians and Mr. Abner down at the bookstore liked to point out that by the time he died, the year before Billy was born, Curwood had outsold Zane Grey. He’d built the castle next to the house in which he’d toiled away at his first stories, and everybody seemed to think he was a swell guy for not abandoning Owosso after making his bundle. Like every other student at Owosso High, Billy had had to read the man’s autobiography—just as, he supposed, all the younger ones would soon have to read Dewey’s.

He crossed Main Street and was disappointed to see nothing in front of City Hall but a bunch of picnic tables. It was still early, he told himself, taking the Columbia down Ball Street until he could cut over to the Shiawassee and—sure enough—spot Herrick, who was lying on his back and looking up toward the sun above the shiny waters, doing absolutely nothing. Billy wondered whether it was encouraging or a little creepy that he didn’t have a book beside him. How could he just lie there? Close enough to make out the expression on his face, to see the lips that were slightly puckered in some kind of silent song, Billy cupped his hand to his mouth and came so close to shouting “ ’Ey, Her-rick!”—his best imitation of Lou Costello calling Abbott—that he could almost hear the words before he said them.

But he didn’t say them. Something told him, just this once, to let Tim be, to refrain from disturbing whatever daydream his friend was lost inside. Pretty sure he hadn’t been seen, he backed the Columbia off the mud and out of the bushes, taking care not to snap a twig or make a sound, as if he were one of the Shiawassee who long ago had tiptoed here and given the river its name.

THE AFTERNOON WAS SO SLOW THAT ANNE HOPED MR. Abner, once he got back, would tell her to close up and call it a day. She was alone in the bookshop on South Washington, without anything to do since bringing up the five copies of Stanley Walker’s 1944 campaign biography that had been lying in the basement for the past four years. Dewey: An American of This Century had gone to the printer before D-Day and was terribly out of date, but Mr. Abner hoped he might yet unload three or four of them while the renomination excitement lasted. Anne put the little pile next to Churchill’s Gathering Storm, beside which, six months from now, if she was still in Owosso, she would be stacking General Eisenhower’s memoirs, which Mr. Abner told her were scheduled to appear in time for Christmas shopping.

The whole war had begun to seem as far away as its very first day, that Pearl Harbor Sunday she’d slept late, after the previous night’s junior-class dance at Darien High School, back in Connecticut. The Macmurrays would get through the war just fine, her two brothers coming home without a scratch. The biggest change it had made in her own life was bringing her to Michigan in the fall of ’43. With her father away for weeks at a time with the OPA in Washington, and her mother indifferent to anything but the vigil she was keeping for her sons, there had been no one especially attentive to her choice of a college. When she suggested going out of state, to Ann Arbor, on no stronger grounds than some pleasant ideas of Michigan from two summer weeks spent with a cousin on Mackinac Island, her mother had said, “That sounds fine, dear,” without looking up from the piece of V-mail she was reading.

Here she was, five years later, happily, if modestly, aware that she had become quite a bit harder to ignore. Her personality had come out with her cheekbones; she was a “vivid, literary girl,” as one professor had put it in an evaluation she’d read upside down on his desk. She wanted to write a novel, one that had nothing to do with herself. All through the war her imagination had thrived by thinking of real life as what took place elsewhere and got lived by other people. “Elsewhere” had survived the war as an idea, a lure, and the notion that Owosso might be one of its quiet, unexpected precincts had brought her here a year ago: an Ann Arbor roommate had worked for Leo Abner in the summers and knew he could use a college graduate to help him in the shop by recommending things to his women customers. So, as she tried to make her own book come to life, she was spending her afternoons with those women—except that today there had been hardly any customers at all, ladies or gentlemen, which was why she now sat behind the counter reading The Naked and the Dead, a book that seemed to need no recommendation at all, that flew out of the shop, sometimes two at a time.

As an aspiring writer, Anne felt obligated to brave her way through it, no matter how rough it was supposed to be, and no matter how suspicious she was of best-sellers. She’d finally plunged in last week, and now, as most of the women customers liked to say, she couldn’t put it down. Here, she thought, was what the war had really been, not the high-minded affair served up in the statesmen’s memoirs. The other day she’d managed to lose her own copy, which she’d gotten at a 75 percent discount, so she was making do with one from the shelves, which she would take care to replace without dog-earing the pages when six o’clock came around.

It was barely five now, but she hoped the jingling bells on the front door meant that Mr. Abner, back from his errands, was going to tell her to go home.

“Got a date?”

It wasn’t Mr. Abner at all. It was Peter Cox, several years older than herself and too attractive for his own good. As he stood in front of her, she looked at the way a thin layer of sweat had pinned his white shirt to his shoulders, and before she could be noticed, she shifted her gaze up to his blond hair and big brown eyes.

“A date for what?”

“History,” he said. He was the town’s number-one up-and-coming Republican, the newly arrived hot young lawyer at Harold Feller’s firm across the street and, she’d heard from Mr. Abner, a candidate for the state legislature.

“ ‘And Franklin Roosevelt’s looks,’ ” she started singing, “ ‘give me a thrill.’ ” She wasn’t even a Democrat (though her dad was, a rara avis in Darien); she hadn’t even been old enough to vote in ’44, and wasn’t certain if or for whom she’d vote this time, but something inside her insisted that she get under Peter Cox’s skin, not give him one more thing in a lifetime of getting everything he wanted.

He put his hand over his heart. “I still have my Navy prayer book with Roosevelt’s signature, Miss Macmurray, and I promise I’ll treasure it to the day I die. But he’s been gone three years, if you haven’t noticed, and you surely can’t be wild about Harry.”

She smiled. “I’m not that wild about politics, Peter. And what’s with ‘Miss Macmurray’? I know we’ve only spoken a couple of times, but don’t tell me you’re putting on your campaign manners already. It’s only June.”

He sat down, entitled as you please, in Mr. Abner’s chair behind the counter. “I’m crushed.”

He had that look, the one she had noticed a year and a half ago, when he’d been pointed out to her in Ann Arbor; he’d been whizzing through his last year of law school, the one he’d missed when he joined the service. And now here he was in Owosso—with a purpose and a plan. They said he’d picked the town off a wall map at the state GOP’s headquarters in Lansing. It showed a senate seat opening up in the Owosso district; an hour later he was on the phone to Harold Feller’s office.

Could she really say that she had a plan? Her “writing”: how many nights a week, back in her room on Oliver Street, did she work at it? Not one in the last two weeks.

“You’ll get over it,” she said.

“Politics?” asked Peter, knowing perfectly well she meant his being crushed. “I’ll never have to. This is the beginning of everything for the Republicans. We’ve got a great crop all over the state. Over in Grand Rapids, Jerry Ford is running for Congress, and …”

“No older than yourself, I’ll bet?”

“Five years older!”

Anne laughed as she twisted the scarf above her cardigan jacket. “You’re keeping track, aren’t you?” She wished she hadn’t worn it: her neck was her best feature. She knew she was too thin and too tall and that her eyebrows were too thick, but in her neck she had absolute confidence, and here she was covering it up.

“Advanced, aren’t we?” Peter asked, pointing to the open copy of The Naked and the Dead.

“He’s five years younger than you are.”

“The Army guys I met were the best fellows in the world. Not the bunch of animals he makes them out to be.”

“You’ve read it?”

“Don’t have to,” said Peter.

What would he know? thought Anne. From what she’d heard, he’d spent the war behind some desk in London. “Well, it’s very good, and I’d rather read it than Churchill’s memoirs.”

“Ike’s will be coming along pretty soon.”

She groaned, but he ignored her and began browsing a shelf. His fingers hesitated at another copy of the Mailer book.

“Go ahead,” she urged. “You know you ought to pick it up.”

“No, I don’t.”

He laughed and she began quoting from her own copy. “ ‘Goldstein thought he was on guard and had fallen asleep. He whispered desperately several times, “I wasn’t sleeping. I was only closing my eyes to fool the Japs, I was ready, I swear I was ready.” ’ ”

The bells jingled again. Still not Mr. Abner, but Jack Riley.

“Hi, Anne.”

“Hello, Jack. This is Peter Cox.”

“Yeah, I know who you are,” said Riley, managing a thin smile and extending his hand. “You’re running against Harvey Angell. A pleasure.”

Anne was sure it wasn’t. Jack Riley, who was two inches shorter than Peter, whose hair stood up in brown tonicked sticks and whose eyes were a little too close together—and who for all that was terribly appealing (those intense green eyes never seemed to shut)—was a UAW official in Flint. He was back in Owosso this summer to take care of his sick father, who lived next door to a friend of hers on Williams Street. They had been introduced last Saturday, over a hedge between driveways, as he washed his car. He wasn’t through his third sentence explaining the reasons he’d returned to town before the old man was bellowing for him. He’d dropped into the store on Monday, finally asking for the World Almanac instead of the date with her that she knew he’d come in for. She gave him twenty-five cents off—the book was six months old—but all he managed to say was “Good deal.”

Now, back for a second run at it, he turned his attention away from Peter as fast as manners would permit. “Anne, how about a movie tonight? Do you want to see that one with Jane Wyman?”

“Yeah,” Peter interrupted. “Ronald Reagan’s wife. He’s the union man out in Hollywood, isn’t he, Jack?”

Riley offered no smile.

“Boys, boys,” Anne clucked. “If you’re going to fight, it’d better be over me.”

“She can’t go,” Peter told Jack. “I’m taking her out.”

“Excuse me?” asked Anne. “I’m nobody’s wife, and I don’t recall having heard myself say yes or no.”

“You must have missed it,” said Peter. “Trust me, you said yes. I’m picking you up at seven. You’re a cheap date, too. They’re serving supper outside City Hall in front of the radio speakers. Only seventy-five cents a plate.”

She wanted Jack Riley to sock him. The trouble was she also wanted to accept. She couldn’t face one more movie, and she doubted that Peter would ask a second time, whereas she was pretty certain Jack Riley would make a few more polite tries. “How about all three of us going?” she proposed.

“Dewey is a little more than I can stand,” said Jack.

“I’ll bet the seventy-five cents goes into his campaign coffers, too,” Peter mentioned.

“Come on, Jack. Do it for history’s sake,” said Anne. “Or just to spy for the opposition.”

For the first time he smiled, in her direction only. “Okay. I’m used to taking the best bargain I can get. I’ll find you both there at seven.” He waved good-bye and was out the door to another jangle of bells.

“Now we’re stuck with him,” said Peter. “I’m backing out.”

“Well,” said Anne, starting to straighten up the counter, “in that case, ‘fug you.’ ”

“What?” Peter cried.

“Norman Mailer,” she explained. “Very advanced.”

OF COURSE, HE’D HEARD GRIMES, BUT HE WASN’T GOING TO let him know it. Billy’s yapping about money and plans and baseball stats was too much to take sometimes, too much antifreeze to the system after hours of his mother’s cold silences, which were so loud in their own way that he couldn’t think his thoughts. And it was his thoughts he lived in. That’s why an hour ago he’d just lain here, not moving a muscle, even though he could feel a bug crawling through his blond hair, could feel it making tracks across his scalp, causing him to wonder if his hair weren’t already beginning to thin, the way everyone said Arnie’s had just before he left home.

Billy would only have been wanting the two of them to go and watch the Dewey stuff, which Tim had no interest in, and which he couldn’t go to anyway, having promised his mother that he’d fix an electric fan for her tonight. He could remember how four years ago she’d let herself get all excited and wouldn’t stop telling the story of how Thomas E. Dewey had once taken her out to play tennis and how, once he was President, Roosevelt’s war would end and Arnie would be home. She’d made you think that Dewey could raise the dead, that as soon as he was in the White House Dad might even reappear at the dinner table. This time she hadn’t mentioned Dewey’s name once, and Tim doubted if she could have told the difference, if the two of them came walking down Oliver Street, between Dewey in his homburg hat and Harry Truman in one of those Hawaiian shirts.

If he figured out how to fix the fan, he’d probably take off in Arnie’s car for the drive-in outside Corunna. What was playing didn’t matter. It wouldn’t be Henry V, of course. They wouldn’t put that on at a drive-in, though Grimes had insisted it was a great make-out movie, on account of no one being able to understand what anyone was saying. As if Billy couldn’t really learn something from it if he applied his mind, and as if he’d ever gotten beyond halfway to first base with Margaret Feller.

Tim didn’t care if there were no movie at all at the drive-in. It would be enough to sit in the open and look up at the stars, alone but not too alone, the light flickering on the screen and the other people in their other cars, the knowledge of them keeping his mind from going too far down its own road, the way it did when he was too far into the beer. No, secure in the presence of the other cars, he could sit there and try to confound the steady-state theory of the universe, something new that Mr. Sherwood had brought up in science class the week before school ended—scared, fussy Mr. Sherwood, who took such an interest in him and thought he was so deep and would blossom into some kind of minor genius once he went off to Ann Arbor. The steady-state theory was a depressing thing to contemplate, this idea that the whole universe was like an accordion, expanding and contracting, but never doing one thing any more than the other. It made the world seem like a trap, something from which there was no relief, and it seemed to contradict the rules of life here on earth, where for years his own world on Oliver Street had only been shrinking, down to himself and his mother. Mr. Sherwood had lately been full of interest in the big new Palomar telescope, but Tim thought that if the steady-state theory was the big truth it was going to find, they might as well keep the dome closed.

He shifted the book supporting his shoulders and neck; Grimes probably hadn’t seen it and by now there were probably a lot of bugs crawling between its pages. It was Raintree County, by Ross Lockridge, and he’d nicked it from Abner’s the other day, along with a copy of The Naked and the Dead, thinking he’d return both when he was through with them. It was only after he got home that he’d realized the Mailer book was the personal property of Miss Macmurray, who had been busy with two customers in the back and never saw him make off with it. In any case, it was Raintree County he’d really been after. He was already two hundred pages into it, certain he would find the passage—the key, or at least the clue—that told you why the author, just thirty-three, had decided, right after his book came out, to kill himself.

BY NINE-THIRTY IT WAS ALL OVER BUT THE SHOUTING, AND Anne wished that were over, too. Senator Taft had conceded hours ago, and Stassen and Vandenberg (a truer favorite son of Michigan than Dewey, if truth were told) had both given up. Dewey had had his third-ballot victory and was now on his way to the convention arena, all of which the loudspeakers on the steps of City Hall, broadcasting NBC radio’s live coverage from Philadelphia, had made deafeningly clear. The crowd of several hundred Owossoans filling the rows of picnic tables at the intersection of Main and Water Streets was in a good, partisan humor, though there were exceptions, like Jack Riley on Anne’s right, who had exchanged barely a word with Peter Cox, on her left. They’d long since gone through their seventy-five-cent allotment of beer and ham sandwiches, and Anne was depending on the Fellers—Peter’s boss, Harold, and his wife Carol—to keep things civil until the governor could make his acceptance speech.

“You know,” said Harold Feller, “I can remember the day in 1924 they laid the cornerstone for that building. I was twenty-three. I still think it’s a handsome pile, don’t you, Anne?” He pointed to City Hall behind him. Anne smiled and nodded. She liked his blend of pride and self-deprecation. He and his wife had a nice commonsensical ease to them. They were the local gentry, which meant more than it would have in Darien, where everyone was gentry more or less, but there was nothing puffed-up about them. Peter Cox was lucky to have found such a man, even if Harold Feller’s law office were no more than a rest stop on his way to the governor’s mansion or wherever else Peter was certain the road would lead.

“I call it the Greco-Wolverine style,” said Carol Feller, a pretty brunette, a little Myrna Loy–ish, who was laughing at herself for making this joke, which she’d clearly been making for years, about City Hall’s combination of classical columns and simple yellow bricks.

“Nothing wrong with little stretches toward grandeur,” said her husband. “And speaking of those, Anne, have you ever seen the Dewey birthplace? Look down a block. See the appliance store? The apartment above it is where he actually came into the world. The big place on Oliver came later. By the way, where is Mama Dewey tonight? Does anyone know?”

“At home,” grumped Horace Sinclair, who had taken a seat beside Carol Feller, after she’d spotted him puffing through the crowd on his walking stick and insisted he join them. “Where I ought to be.”

“Oh, stick around, Colonel. We need you for some historical perspective,” implored Peter, with a politician’s flattery: the “colonel” was a nice touch, Anne thought.

“You mean I’m an old crock,” said Horace Sinclair. “And so I am. And I can give you a little perspective on the young Tom Dewey, for what it’s worth. Not a particularly pleasant boy. A bit too much confidence and a bit too quick with his fists—don’t let that dainty little mustache fool you. A fast-buck operator, too. Used to charge his mother a quarter to mow her lawn.”

The Fellers laughed, and said, more or less together: “Billy.”

“Who’s Billy?” asked Peter.

“Our daughter’s ardent suitor,” Carol explained. “I’m sure you’ll see him before the evening is over, selling souvenirs or peanuts.”

“Or campaign buttons for our next President,” said Peter, who reached around Anne—managing to brush her back on the way—and clapped Jack Riley on the shoulder. “Cheer up, Jack. You’ve still got Harry for another six months. And it could have been worse. We could have nominated Taft.”

“What makes you so sure I’m for Truman?” asked Riley, without much of a smile. “How do you know I’m not going to vote for Wallace?”

“Good for you, Jack,” said Carol Feller, who meant it, too, in the spirit of fair play and democracy, though she and her husband hardly wished any luck to the expected third-party run by Roosevelt’s onetime vice president, who, Anne’s father assured her, was little different from Stalin. Jack gave Mrs. Feller a grateful nod, and the party appeared ready to move on from politics, at least the radical kind Jack Riley might actually favor. You couldn’t tell: the last two months, ever since somebody had wounded Walter Reuther with a shotgun, the feelings of autoworkers in these parts had been running high.

Anne was happy to change the subject in any case. Politicians bored her. She looked at City Hall and its yellow bricks and thought of the road to the Wizard of Oz. They were all like him, promising they’d change everything, even the weather if you asked them to. As it was, the weather had taken a change toward coolness, and she was now glad she had the cardigan jacket (though she’d gotten rid of the scarf that hid her neck). Whatever additional warmth she might require was being supplied by Peter Cox, whose hand had never made it all the way home from its friendly tap of Jack Riley, and had come to rest across her own shoulders. Once or twice he had also managed to maneuver his leg beneath the broad folds of her walkaway skirt. This was a fast worker, she thought, almost wishing she were padded inside the giant contours of last year’s fashions, which she hadn’t had the money or inclination to buy, but which offered a woman the protection of a football player’s uniform. Being of the lower orders, Jack Riley, who she bet was a better kisser than Peter Cox, had had to behave like a gentleman all evening.

Wasn’t that Frank Sherwood, who lived in the same block of apartments she did? He was passing just a few feet away, so she waved him over—and instantly regretted it. He had only been trying to cross the street, and her summons put him into an agony of embarrassment, since he now had to come over and offer the table his feminine handshake and some unprepared mutterings.

“Mr. Sherwood is our resident astronomer,” Anne explained to Peter and Jack. “He’s out most nights on the roof, looking at the stars.”

“I’m just one of the science teachers at the high school,” he apologized, his eyes looking toward Carol Feller, who could be counted on for social ease and protection.

“Our daughter Margaret hopes to be in your class next year,” she said with a smile. “One of her friends, Tim Herrick, speaks very highly of you.”

The sun had long since sunk into the Shiawassee, but Anne could tell that Frank was blushing. Then somebody managed to crank the speakers to an even higher volume, and nothing could be heard except the voice of whoever it was, a thousand miles away in Philadelphia, calling Thomas E. Dewey to the platform.

Frank took this deafening opportunity to wave good-bye to everyone at the table and melt back into the crowd, still carrying a little paper bag that contained, Anne was sure, his dinner. Part of the crowd was up from the benches and on its feet, whooping for Dewey as if he were really about to emerge from behind the big black speakers. Peter Cox was one of those who had risen, the better to cheer and the better to press his hand into Anne’s shoulder, to rub it in a way she wished she could resent as much as Jack Riley seemed to.

If the assembled Owossoans were hoping some customized sentence or two might emerge from the square yards of black mesh—a homesick greeting from the local boy who stood upon the mountaintop in Philadelphia—it never came. “Our task is to fill our victory with such meaning that mankind everywhere, yearning for freedom, will take heart and move forward out of this desperate darkness into the light of freedom’s paradise.” Anne was sure Jack Riley had heard a lot hotter speechmaking in the union halls of Flint. Before it was finished, people were back down on the benches, using the bursts of broadcast applause as opportunities to resume their own conversations.

“I’ll bet this is the last time we’re not in front of a television set for one of these,” said Carol Feller. “Margaret is already telling us to get one.”

Horace Sinclair made a face—not, as Anne first thought, over the notion of television, which was already broadcasting the convention to those towns that had it, but at the idea of Dewey’s victory. “Watch what this does to the town,” he said.

“Oh, we’ll manage, Horace,” said Harold Feller.

“Come on, Colonel,” offered Peter. “This is the American century! And Owosso is going to be at the center of things until January twentieth, 1957. Two terms, don’t you think, Riley? He won’t be greedier than that. We’ll leave the four-term runs to you Democrats.”

“You young men …,” said Horace Sinclair.

These three words, obviously a familiar warm-up to lengthy complaints, made Harold Feller laugh. “Horace won’t even let Bob Harrelson sell him a car.”

Anne was determined, the next time she was alone with him, to give Peter Cox a little lecture on the rudeness of overdoing it, whether it was politics or pawing.

“Oh, look, everybody,” said Carol Feller. “Let’s have our picture taken for the Argus.” A young man with a camera was snapping photos of some of the tables, as if it were a wedding. Peter Cox, knowing that the Fellers were as likely to be chosen for the front page as any couple in Owosso, immediately took charge, gathering everyone into position. As the photographer fiddled with his nighttime flash, Carol Feller effortlessly kept her smile and continued talking, pointing out, with a tilt of her head, yet more groups of people, over here, over there. “That’s the Herrick boy I mentioned before, in that car at the edge of the crowd. I worry about him, but not as much as I worry about his mother. I wish she were down here. Something fun like this might do her good.”

As the flash went off with an audible burp, it lit the scene in front of Anne’s eyes, and she noticed Margaret Feller, Carol’s daughter, a couple of tables away with friends her age, looking hungrily at Tim Herrick’s blond head in the last second before his car jumped the red light.

There was a second flash, a big one, from a concession booth that had just flung itself up at the foot of City Hall’s steps. Dewey was still perorating in Philadelphia, but—what?—he seemed to be here. As several gasps indicated, some people believed he actually was, until they realized, along with everyone else, that they were looking at a giant black-and-white photographic cutout of the governor of New York, around whom Al Jackson, the town’s camera and electronics salesman, had draped a friendly arm.

“Billy Grimes will explain it to you!” he told the clutch of people fast assembling.

“That’s right!” said Billy, who was holding up a stiff little square of paper, so excited by this job he’d been offered out of the blue a few hours ago that he was barely trying to spot Margaret Feller in the crowd. “I’m Mr. Jackson’s new assistant. Starting tomorrow morning, for one dollar, outside the post office, you can have your picture taken with the next President of the United States by the first Polaroid camera in Owosso, Michigan. It’ll be in your hands sixty seconds after the shutter clicks!”

The crowd oohed in knowing amazement. They had heard about this camera on the radio, even read about it in the Argus.

The whole Feller party had gotten up and now stood at the edge of Al Jackson’s display. “That,” said Carol, “is Billy.” Peter nodded, as Horace Sinclair tapped Jack Riley on the arm. “If you get any buttons from your union boys—I don’t care if they’re Truman buttons or Wallace buttons—will you send me one?”

“Yes, sir,” said Jack, laughing for the first time tonight.

“Good!” boomed Horace Sinclair. “I’d rather have Charlie McCarthy in the White House than see these jackasses turn this town into a tourist trap for the next four years.”

“Eight,” corrected Peter, with a smile for the old man. “Anne, what do you say? Ready to go home?”

“Yes,” she said, “but Jack is taking me.” Peter looked at the two of them, trying to hide his disbelief that she could resist him or his brand-new ’49 Ford. “I promised him when we first sat down. You didn’t hear us. I think you were telling Mrs. Feller why Senator Vandenberg’s foreign policy was too much like Truman’s for him to have been the candidate. Something like that.”

Everyone’s eyes turned to Peter.

“Fair enough,” he said. “I’ll call you.” It was a suave recovery, Anne thought, until she and Jack got ten feet on their way and heard Peter calling out, with a politician’s terrible heartiness: “Riley!”

They turned around.

“You’re fighting two lost causes!”
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June 25

ANNE SQUEEZED THE ATOMIZER ON THE BOTTLE OF SCHIAPARELLI her brother had given her last Christmas. She never touched it without thinking of the Japanese being blown to smithereens by the Bomb, and that this particular fragrance would make better sense on a girl in a Norell jacket brushing past Walter Winchell at the Stork Club than on one getting dressed for a day at Abner’s Bookshop and an evening with no plans at all. Still, she thought, this was what she’d chosen for “the time being,” a good name for her unpalpable present, as well as the working title of the novel she was trying to write (her work-in-stasis, she liked to say when people asked about it).

As she combed her hair, the curtains blew gently into the room, revealing maple trees against a sunny sky. In New York this late in June it would be sweltering, and she would be sharing a room beside the El with two other girls. Here in Mrs. Wagner’s little two-story block of apartments, curiously zoned into the green, prosperous world of Oliver Street, all she had to share was a bathroom, with Frank Sherwood, who was neat as a cat and too meek to complain about her hairpins and lipstick stains, which she could never quite keep off the sink and hand towels. He never made a sound, didn’t even play the radio, whereas she was sure he could hear hers, right now, through the wall behind the mirror.

“I feel very pleased to know that Tom Dewey has again been selected to run for President,” former mayor Ellis was saying over WOAP. “There is no question that our next President will be a Republican and that our own Tom will be that chief executive.” Some enterprising reporter had been out this morning with a tape recorder, getting reactions to the nomination, which were uniformly well-wishing, midwestern proud, even from the head of the Shiawassee County Democratic Party. The only hint of sourness came from a “man on the street” who requested that he not be identified: “I see no reason why he shouldn’t be as good as the other candidates. I also see no reason why he shouldn’t be better.” Anne wondered if this might be old Mr. Sinclair. It sounded like him, and he was surely the early-to-rise type.

She looked out her window, west across Adams and down toward Pine. There was no sign of commotion near Annie Dewey’s house. The out-of-town reporters must already have packed up. Straining for a better look, she noticed the Fellers’ place, diagonally opposite the candidate’s mother, and she decided to take Carol up on her invitation to drop in for coffee some morning soon. Mr. Abner wouldn’t mind if she opened up a little late.

It was a big white clapboard with a gay red-shingled roof hanging over dormers and bay windows and a wraparound porch. The front door, bordered by two white columns, faced neither Oliver nor Pine but stood at a forty-five-degree angle to each, fronting onto the corner itself. When Anne appeared, at the kitchen door around the side, Carol seemed no more surprised than if her husband had entered the room still tying his tie. She just said hello and set a cup of coffee on the table. She went to turn down the radio, but the end of an item on WOAP’s “Civic Calendar” caught her ear. “The Owosso Armory will be open from seven to eleven o’clock tonight and from eight to five tomorrow. All applicants must be enlisted and qualified by midnight Saturday …”

“Applicants for what?” asked Anne.

“The National Guard. They’ve put a ceiling on Michigan enlistments, and tomorrow is the last day. Mr. Truman is going to sign the draft bill, and if my son Jim were here instead of camping with his Dartmouth buddies somewhere on the upper peninsula, he might have a chance to get into Company I. I’m afraid he’s going to arrive home a month from now, dirty and happy as can be, only to find orders taking him to boot camp and Berlin.”

Anne noticed that throughout this explanation the corners of Carol’s mouth never dropped; she might have been making a humorous complaint against the high cost of living—or HCL, as the newspapers had taken to calling it, as if it were rising too fast for anyone to take the time to say all five syllables.

“No need to rush things with Jim,” said Harold Feller. Late for the office, he had just hurried downstairs. “Hello, Anne.” He refused an offer of toast from his wife. “I was too young for the First War but had a couple of friends who weren’t. And they got over to the Argonne with Company M. This was just about the smallest city in the country ever to get a Guard unit, and twenty years after we did, we lost more boys than any city its size in the whole United States. That’s a fact. And if you don’t believe me, you can ask Horace Sinclair.”

Mrs. Feller laughed.

“If there’s another war,” Harold continued, “they’ll get Jim one way or the other. There’s no need to bring him home by bush telegraph. And no need to be so worried, either.” He kissed his wife, and Anne, who was still reminding herself that, against all appearances, this town of sixteen thousand was technically a city, lost any feeling of distaste for what had looked like Carol Feller’s unmaternal calm. She guessed that the woman’s husband of twenty-five years knew when she was worried and when she wasn’t.

“Where’s Margaret?” Harold Feller asked his wife.

“Gone off in the Chevy. Ages ago.”

He put on his jacket and smiled at Anne. “Any message for Peter?”

“Do get lost, sweetheart,” said Carol, snatching her husband’s coffee cup and giving him a little shove toward the door. “You’re embarrassing Anne.” She handed him the Detroit paper and he was on his way.

“Was there any message?” asked Carol, who now sat down and gave her guest her full attention.

“No,” said Anne.

“Needless to say, we talked all about the two of you before falling asleep last night. Is there anything you want to know about him?”

“Harold?”

“No. Peter, of course.”

Anne, who could hardly pretend she’d come here for anything else, warmed to the subject. “Well,” she said, “is there a girlfriend?”

“Lots of them,” said Carol.

“Oh.”

“But no one special. I’m sure that’s what he’s looking for, and why he’s looking at you.”

“Does he need a wife? To run for the legislature?”

“No,” said Carol, after a moment’s pause to think. “Running for Congress requires a wife, I should imagine. The state senate probably lets you get away with being a bachelor.”

“I have to say,” Anne ventured, “from the way he acted last night, you could never tell he was looking for someone special.”

“A little fast with his hands?” asked Carol, who had seen more than enough to require an answer, and pressed forward to a topic on which she could use some information. “How was Mr. Riley on your ride home?”

“A perfect gentleman.”

“Disappointed?”

“No, not really,” said Anne, laughing, and lying.

“I think he’s luscious,” said Carol Feller. “In a rough sort of way.”

“He’s taking me to the movies Sunday night.”

“What’s the picture?”

“The Bishop’s Wife,” Anne answered, and the two women groaned.

“He’s afraid to ask you to something steamy at the Corunna drive-in. In fact, I think he and Peter have both decided to play against type.”

“But I don’t have a type,” Anne protested.

“Oh, Anne, they’re just men. You can’t expect them to be subtle enough to entertain that possibility. But good for Jack Riley, even if he’s seeing you as Loretta Young.” She made a face. “Let’s give Peter an inning, too. I’m having a dinner party a week from tonight, and I’ll put him across from you.”

“HEY, MISS MACMURRAY! COME ON OVER AND HAVE YOUR picture taken!”

Anne looked down at her thin little Gruen wristwatch. It was already 9:20, and if she was any later, even Leo Abner would likely lose his temper. But how could she disappoint fresh-faced Billy Grimes, who’d spotted her from his new place of business, the sidewalk in front of the post office, a half block down Exchange Street? She hurried across Washington, noticing that Carol’s daughter was with him, helping to take customers’ money before positioning them against the giant cutout of Dewey.

If Margaret had curls, instead of a ponytail, she would be tossing them, Anne thought: this girl was in a pet, eager to be anywhere but here
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