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CHAPTER ONE

JUNE 1972

THE OVAL OFFICE always smelled of cigarette smoke, of medical disinfectant and a faint undercurrent of sage. I just hope no one ever puts the great seal under a black light. Near the end, we had to steam-clean it after each new moon. The walls were a pale yellow, and on summer evenings like this the flags hung limp like so much damp laundry. There was nothing to do but wait, all night if I had to, looking out at the black Washington, DC, sky and my own reflection in the window, an old man’s reflection now. I couldn’t help sweating in the June heat, my shirt and wool jacket sticking to my back. It was always remarked that I never took it off publicly. I don’t like to come across as too informal. That, and there was some custom tailoring in there that it wouldn’t do for people to see. A hidden pocket that held a small-caliber revolver with a speed-loader. Regular bullets, no silver-plated nonsense. My insurance policy, along with a vellum scroll held to my thin, pale, old man’s calf with a rubber band.

A knock at the office door.

“Do you need anything else tonight, Mr. President?” It was one of the interns.

“No. Go to sleep, son.”

“Yes, sir.”

I locked the door behind him.

The clock on the wide wooden mantelpiece read 12:07 a.m. The first minutes of June 18, 1972. A mile to the west, on the sixth floor of the Watergate Hotel, Team A was finished with its work. Team B would be waiting in the hotel suite two floors below, checking their watches, smoking, bullshitting for eight more minutes.

I had been there three hours ago for the briefing. In person, over Henry’s strenuous objections, I was snuck in at the last minute in a waiter’s uniform, head bowed to hide my face. The face that, absurdly, had become one of the most recognizable in the world.

I arrived to join fourteen other men crowded into one hotel room. I leaned against the wall and the others sat on chairs, perched on the bed, watched from the bathroom doorway. Henry stood as always in a patch of quiet; no one ever liked to be within two feet of him. Liddy, quietly in command but glancing over at me every few minutes for encouragement, and Barker, who’d come through the Bay of Pigs fiasco with most of his body scarred. Gonzales, a locksmith. McCord, requisite FBI, glancing around as if he’d walked into the wrong room. Martinez, with quick eyes, and Sturgis, who listened without comment.

An eclectic array of equipment lay spread out on the bed—cameras, lock picks, tear gas, listening devices, duct tape, surgical gloves, thermite. Silver medallions, a small bag of salt, a Bible. Bundles of dollar bills, two hundred dollars each for everyone there. It all felt amateurish and haphazard, more like a strangely outfitted sleepover party than a clandestine operation.

Agent Hunt broke it down for them: “We recovered a few pages from a DNC research project,” he told them. “We knew they were polling behind, and it seems like they’re a little more desperate than we thought. They’ve started drawing from a different playbook.”

He held up a Xeroxed page of densely written Cyrillic, the word Gregor circled in two places.

“Maybe some of you recognize that name. If you do, you know it’s not politics as usual anymore. Nobody likes going outside the law, but I assure you, the president is fully behind us on this one. We clean the place out. This time tomorrow you’ll be on your way and no one will ever hear about what happened.” He glanced at me. There were people in the room who already knew this was not true.

The first team went out, Henry and the rest of them, and the second team, the ones whose names you will know from the newspapers, were left. After a while McCord went upstairs to tape the locks on the fire doors, and I came back here to wait.

It had been my office for four years. I cleared everything out when I arrived because of Kennedy. Kennedy’s desk was nice but I wanted a broader writing surface, and I like a darker wood, and I don’t like to sit where he sat. God knows what went on here.

The new desk was supposed to have been Woodrow Wilson’s, a man I admire. The twenty-eighth president was a sorcerer of no small ability within his limits, better than Eisenhower, if you ask me, until in 1918 he went too far, made a pact that brought the Great Plague. His dyslexia held him back, not to mention his education—there are some things they don’t teach you at Princeton.

The Wilson desk was a PR coup until—and it took fucking Safire to point it out—we found out it wasn’t Woodrow Wilson’s at all, it was Henry Wilson’s, a vice president who served under the Great Butcher, who, incidentally, had the least human blood of anyone to serve in the office.

The desk, I found, had several secret compartments. One contained papers handwritten in an unknown alphabet and bearing the signature of James Madison; another held a bronze dagger inscribed with the opening words of the Declaration of Independence. A third one was empty, and objects placed inside it for longer than eight hours would reliably vanish, I never found out to where. Nothing is ever the way you think it’s going to be, not even the job of your dreams.

I lit a cigarette.

Pat would be asleep by now. No one awake but me and the security guards.

Franklin D. Roosevelt built the modern version of the Oval Office in the thirties. He had some strange help, and it still has some strange properties. At this hour it can feel like a time machine going back, back to the barren swampland that once was here, the square miles of muck and still, black water. In November 1620, five hundred miles to the north, a hundred and two British settlers arrived and started dying. Half of them went almost immediately, from diseases caught during the journey coupled with no food and a killing winter. Only four adult women survived that first year. Fugitive Protestant mystics, Tilleys and Martins and Chiltons, they huddled together in half-built log halls, reading by firelight on the edge of a frozen continent next to a dark forest that stretched westward all the way to the Mississippi. They couldn’t even bury their dead. Outside, the snow had fallen six feet deep, and there were moving shapes in the night. They were fifty-three people without a country watching one another die until one of them, we will never know who, walked out into the darkness to do what none of the others would. The colony at Roanoke had died. Plymouth would live.

I stubbed out the cigarette and took off my jacket. The phone rang, once. It meant that Henry’s shadow team was climbing the hotel stairway to the eighth floor. As I later heard it, the Egyptian went first, clearing the hallway and sniffing out anything dead in the adjacent rooms. Henry followed, shambling. He always looked vaguely apologetic in his eternally rumpled suit, but if there’s anything on this side of the Atlantic that can destroy him, I’d like to know about it. Nothing was going to be the same after what happened at the hotel. I was used to calculating through events but I wasn’t used to anything on this scale. There were deep scratches on my forearms. I was shaking a little. Presidents didn’t do this kind of thing. Not by a strict constructionist view of things, at least.

It was time for me to do my part. I closed the blinds, knelt down, and rolled back the carpeting to reveal the greater seal of the office, set just beneath the public one. I rolled up my left sleeve and cut twice with the dagger as prescribed, to release the blood of the Democratically Elected, the Duly Sworn and Consecrated. I began to chant in stilted, precise seventeenth-century English prose from the Twelfth and Thirteenth Secret Articles of the United States Constitution. These were not the duties of the U.S. presidency as I had once conceived of them, nor as most of the citizens of this country still do. But really. Ask yourself if everything in your life is the way they told you it would be.

My family started a lemon farm in Southern California after they moved there in 1910. I wasn’t born yet, of course. Just my father and mother and my brother Harold. They thought the land was empty, and who wouldn’t have? Southern California was clean and dry, the sun shining every day on grassy hills, so hot and bright it seemed all the poisons of history must have been bleached out of it long since.

The land had just been sold to the Janss Investment Company, and the executives named it Yorba Linda. The year I was born the company dug a reservoir four miles from our house. There’s photographs of workers lining it with concrete, letting the river drain in, four and a half million gallons of water for farms like the one my parents started. You can see the mayor standing there, waving at the camera.

People were building all over the place. They were throwing up houses everywhere, staking claims, digging basements like they were the Earth’s first inhabitants. My parents just wanted to grow lemons.

Maybe it was the reservoir driving out something that had slept undisturbed for long millennia. Maybe the diggers touched something under layers of parched earth. Maybe my family brought it with them from Ohio.

I hear they’ve drained the reservoir. They turned it into a park, and they didn’t find a damn thing. The whole place is housing developments now. Whatever’s there has dug itself deeper, waiting for someone digging a well or subbasement to stumble on it, or just waiting for the right words to come, to tell it to come out. Some nights I think it followed me all the way back across the country. Most of the lemons never grew, and the ones that did, we had to burn. Jesus, but that land was rotten.

I speak the words, light the incense, and try to clear my mind, but it isn’t easy. The first time I was here was with Eisenhower in 1953. He was a different kind of man than you find now, the last president born in the nineteenth century. He smelled different. Up close you could see the seams where he had been sewn back together, a clumsy job by some Kansas doctor. He and I used to sit up nights in here listening to the crickets on the lawn. Just talking, drinking, and waiting for whatever call was coming. Like when the Trieste hit bottom in the Mariana Trench in 1960, and we waited for the news. The black phone rang, and he brought it to his ear; I could hear the midshipman’s voice squeak, and Eisenhower shivered in the heat. He knew things almost nobody knows now. He remembered waking up at dawn to pray to ancient gods of small-town Texas. He told me a lot about the war, things that no one will ever know. He said he wasn’t afraid of the future, just the past.

I put my jacket back on, thinking ahead to what would be in that room on the eighth floor of the Watergate Hotel. Chairs pushed to the walls. A dead man in a wool suit seated in the lotus position in the exact center of the room, eyes closed. It was freezing inside, outside the heat of a June night in Washington. Packing crates marked in Cyrillic. Black feathers.

Afterward the Cubans would do their part, the cleanup and set-dressing, before we staged the next act. They’d be found and the police summoned, and the team would be revealed as amateurish hired hands caught in the wrong place. Liddy would do his comic turn as the loose cannon. History would take its turn, and my public life would begin to unravel.

But I survived. I outlived the hippies; I outlived Elvis and Marlene Dietrich and the Soviet Union itself. It’s been twenty years since I was forced to stage my own death. The tiny silicon disk on the moon that bears my name is slowly gathering dust. I lived to see myself become a laughingstock, a cartoon villain, the place in the august roll call of presidents where history pauses and snickers.

This is the story of the great con game that was the late twentieth century, of American history’s worst presidency, of how I learned to lie. It is not history as you know it. Suffice it to say that there are at least three sides to this story, and I’m telling both of mine. I promise you I will show the same contempt for the historical record that it has shown for me.

My name is Richard Milhous Nixon. I swore an oath to preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution. I was educated at Whittier College in Whittier, California, and I have seen the devil walk.


CHAPTER TWO

NOVEMBER 1946

THIS IS THE true story of the Watergate break-in. It’s the story of the original crime, of course, and the hapless cover-up that followed, but there were other things we covered up, worse things, and other crimes. This is the version that will be redacted and concealed for the next thousand years or hundred thousand if the limestone vaults beneath the Nixon Library survive that long and remain undiscovered. But to understand it all you have to begin much earlier, as long ago as 1946, in the dawn of the American era and my final few days as an honorable man.

The Nixon of 1946 was clear-eyed and righteous and hungry for whatever the world had to offer. At thirty-three years old, I lived just fifteen miles from my birthplace. I had a law degree from Duke University and the remnants of a law practice I’d begun before the war. I wanted nothing more than to leave, but after the adventure of the war, I had nowhere else to go.

My parents built the house we lived in on a bare patch of dirt scorched clear by the unrelenting Southern California sun. When my father planted a tree, he’d dig down through three or four feet of red clay and crumbling sandstone before the first hint of damp. October to March it was a little cooler, and every few weeks there were torrential rains that ran and pooled on the clay soil. Red rains, sometimes, and black rains, even a yellow rain one year. Growing up, I thought we were the first people ever to live there since the world began.

An Orange County childhood was nothing like the ones in the children’s books in the library. My family was Frank and Hannah, my older brother, Harold, and three younger ones, Arthur, Donald, and Edward. Electricity came in the year I was born, the first paved road when I turned four. There was a small school. Two kids who apparently lived in the woods. A family of eight who spoke a language no one ever identified; the youngest daughter translated when she had to, until the morning their house was found standing empty and they were never seen again.

There were no white Christmases or meadows or scented pine woods, no bears or foxes. There were rattlesnakes and black widow spiders we boldly stomped on when we found their messy little webs. It was the west, but it wasn’t wild at all, or romantic. It was dusty and lonely and weird and I dreamed obsessively of getting away, even before the worst of it began.

Even for that world the Nixons were a strange race, quiet and inward. My father and mother read too much; my father taught Sunday school, and I was singled out for it. There was a silence around our house; other children did not come over to play.

The faint smell of rotting lemons seemed to cling to everything we owned, our clothes, our hair. There are still moments when I will smell it, out of nowhere, and feel the fatal dust of Orange County between my fingers and remember that bleak, sunny place. No one was surprised when we began to fall ill.

It was as if something were stalking us. Arthur died first, when I was twelve. No one ever determined what the cause was. Tuberculosis or meningitis, one of those unanswerables. They held prayer meetings for him. Arthur had never been strong, and it was 1925. Kids died.

But then there was Harold. Four years older than I, Harold wasn’t shy like me; he liked to be with people, and he could talk to girls. He’d stay out late in the warm nights in Yorba Linda’s meager social world. Harold flew airplanes. After Harold had one especially late night, Dad sent him to boarding school in Massachusetts, unimaginably far off. I never found out exactly what he’d done. I was fourteen and maybe they didn’t think I should be told.

When they sent Harold back six months later, he wasn’t well. He’d lost weight, he coughed, he couldn’t stay warm. I was, I guess, too young to understand what was happening. Arthur’s death might have made sense but Harold getting sick was like something had gone wrong with the sun. They called it tuberculosis, and maybe it was. We moved him to a sanitarium nearby and then to another in Arizona. He died when I was twenty.

Later my mother would say that losing Arthur and Harold was the source of my precocious seriousness, that I was trying to make up for the loss and do the work of two brothers. She said it because that’s the kind of thing you say to the press, but I don’t think my mother could have been confused about this: I worked to stay out of that Yorba Linda dirt. I worked to get out.

The only good thing Orange County ever gave me was Pat, and if anyone in the Nixon White House was less well understood than me, it was her, a woman who passed through history leaving behind only a ghostly parody of herself. A reporter once wrote, “She chatters, answers questions, smiles and smiles, all with a doll’s terrifying poise … Like a doll, she would be smiling when the world broke.” No one in Washington ever saw Pat for what she was except, perhaps, Dwight D. Eisenhower, and he never told.

I met Pat when I was twenty-five, when both of us were cast in a community theater production of The Dark Tower, a justly forgotten stage play. According to the script, Pat was supposed to be a “dark, sullen beauty of twenty, wearing a dress of great chic and an air of permanent resentment.” I was a “faintly collegiate, eager, blushing youth of twenty-four.” Neither casting was a stretch. In the play we supposedly had a great rivalry—I was naive, she was charismatic and manipulative, we had made-up fights and said absurd things to each other, and that was our introduction.

When biographers tell the story of our courtship, the emphasis is on my prolonged, almost pathologically dogged pursuit—everyone dwells on the fact that I would chauffeur her anywhere she liked, even on dates with other men. History has managed to make even the great romance of my life a snide humiliation.

Not that I knew what I was doing. I was in my middle twenties but this was the beginning of my romantic life and I had only very vague ideas about what I was looking for. I was absurdly passionate about her but I had no insight whatsoever as to why.

I’d like to say that love made me a better man but it didn’t, and I don’t actually see how love could ever make anybody better.

All I learned at the time was that when I wanted something I behaved with all the dignity of a rookie soldier panicking in a foxhole. I courted her with exactly the same no-brakes determination with which I later ran for public office.

Like an eons-buried elder god or a vast extradimensional intelligence, the heart lives by unreadable codes and incomprehensible motives, knows nothing of dignity or humanity, and more often than not brings only destruction and madness on those who are exposed to its baleful cravings. You could say we recognized each other. She sensed that I was as desperate as she was, as angry as she was, and that I was struggling to go places and would maybe do something stupid and interesting.

It took me years to learn that Pat’s life made no more sense than mine did. Pat’s father started as a miner, failed at that, and then became a failed farmer. He and her mother both died before she was sixteen. She’d dug in the dirt on her parents’ farm and worked at department stores and cleaned at a bank and driven an elderly couple across the country for money; she’d cared for tuberculosis patients and been an extra in films and taught bookkeeping at Whittier Union. She was enormously intelligent and uncomfortably aware that it didn’t matter, that she was going to be poor her whole life, and on some level she was on the verge of going insane.

We didn’t know how to be in love, or live together, or any of it, so we made it up. We were grown-ups, yes, but young ones. Still with a great deal to find out about ourselves and each other, secrets that would take years and decades to come out. Still with ample room to make a lifetime’s worth of stupid decisions as our partner looked on. We moved in together, we set up house and tried to make a home that looked roughly like our parents’ homes, partly as a kind of private joke, mostly because it was time to act like grown-ups and we didn’t know how else to do it.

We’d been married only a few months before I left for the war. We’d write to each other while I was in the Pacific. I wrote her long, intense, almost hallucinatory letters about my ambitions, about what we’d do, about who I thought I was and what my purpose was. What I thought we were. Hers were more polite, remote. She was keeping house, working in the war administration.

When I saw her next we were like college friends meeting up again, a couple of years later, to see who we’d grown into. To see if we were still friends. To see what we had to contend with, now that we were suddenly in the same house together again, husband and wife. Or were we even friends?

This is a tale of espionage and betrayal and the dark secrets of a decades-long cold war. It is a story of otherworldly horror, of strange nameless forces that lie beneath the reality we know. In other words, it is the story of a marriage.

At thirty-three I had come back to Whittier. My family expected I would settle myself but I couldn’t shake the idea that my life hadn’t really begun yet, not the real one. It seemed as if this were my last great chance: I would reinvent myself or else close myself off forever.

I read Tolstoy and Joseph Conrad and Somerset Maugham, anything at all for a glimpse of a faraway place. I went to the public library and found a directory of law firms in New York and wrote them long, courteous letters while picturing myself in a glamorous snow-covered city with sophisticated men and women. I mailed in an application for work at the FBI. None of them wrote back.

But one day a letter arrived from the Republican National Committee inviting me to come in for an interview. They were looking for someone to run for Congress against the Democrat Jerry Voorhis. It didn’t take much in those days; I was a lawyer and a former lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Navy; no criminal record.

The first thing I did was bring the idea to Pat.

“You mean Congress as in government?” she said. “You’re going to be in an election? Oh, honey, no. You can’t.”

“Of course I can. I was class president, wasn’t I?” I told her.

“But you’re … I love you, Dick, but you’re not …”

“Not what?” I asked.

“I mean, you’re not exactly a statesman, are you? You’re, well, you have to know things for that, don’t you? About oil prices and unwed mothers and foreign-exchange rates. And people have to vote for you.”

I knew what she meant, however she meant it. I was grimly competent at making small talk because I’d learned it by rote and strenuous self-coaching. At larger functions I strained heroically for the effect of joviality and bulled through any surface awkwardness by force of will.

“It’s just an interview. Is it all right if I go in for that?” I asked.

“Go on, go ahead. My blessing.”

I did go, along with the other would-be Nixons, local businessmen, eminent lawyers, a minor-league baseball player, a crowd of hopefuls in the waiting room of history. I was chosen to run.

It turned out I had natural advantages that applied to politics and no other situation whatsoever. I had a slyly acute sense that we were moving into an interesting historical moment. The war had concluded triumphantly. Peace would reign; the great rebuilding would commence. Europe was exhausted and devastated but Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin would set up the international chessboard again with the rattle bag of leftover pieces.

All I saw was darkness and suspicion. The great powers had won the war together but they weren’t friends. The Soviets had lost the most and were angrily determined to make up for it. The British were clinging to an outsize notion of their own importance, and Roosevelt was only weeks from death. It was like a formal dinner party for starving children: a brief mutual sizing-up followed by a barely decorous rush for food that would degenerate into a panicked frenzy.

The bright moral and strategic clarity of the last war vanished, leaving us with a tarnished world of intrigue, proxy fights, and a queer black humor. Even the pretense of civility was owed to simple terror, to the horror that had appeared at the war’s end. The new strategic language was all calculated risk, bloodthirsty audacity. The image of towering mushroom clouds swallowed all ideas of heroism; it made all the worries that had come before seem naive and quaintly Victorian.

It was, it turned out, exactly the kind of climate that a shrewd, pushy, ignorant person such as myself could turn to his advantage.

My other asset was that, as I discovered, I wasn’t a nice person. Jerry Voorhis was a well-liked, Yale-educated incumbent Democrat and I was an underfunded rookie. I took liberties. I bribed, I pulled any strings I could, I begged favors, co-opted any press members who would return my calls and seemed open to a deal. I misrepresented Voorhis’s record and made insinuations just short of slander.

And okay, yes, very well, Jerry Voorhis was not a Communist. But there were a range of things a person could do that were akin to Communism or trended toward it. Restrictions on commerce, price regulations; the relationship was—look, a campaign rally isn’t a graduate philosophy seminar. I hardly had time to go into details, but I was pretty sure I was right on the basics.

And Communists were bad, weren’t they? We were talking about Stalin and company here, so without knowing too much about it, even then I could say with certainty they weren’t the greatest.

I fought Jerry Voorhis in all the ways I would have deplored in the abstract but that seemed reasonable in this particular instance—which is to say, when I wanted a thing very badly and felt that I should have it. Jerry Voorhis was perfectly competent and one of the nicer people I have ever met in politics. He just didn’t know what I was going to be like. He was expecting a gentleman.

I never hid any of this from Pat. She knew that we had very little funding and only a few viable options. She believed I was doing it for the right reasons, that this was a small price to pay to get a decent man into Congress (or at least a man who was decent before the campaign and had very sincerely promised to become decent again once he got there).

I’m being diplomatic, because there’s a more obvious reason why Pat didn’t worry about my electoral scruples, which was that she didn’t think it could possibly matter, because she didn’t think anyone would vote for me.

I saw her point. Even with the benefit of youth, the Nixon face was never beautiful. And then what it turned into! Pear-shaped and heavy about the mouth. The brow and the jowls and the five o’clock shadow. It might at least have had a gritty bulldog force if it weren’t for the whoop-de-do swoop of the nose.

I once said I was an introvert in an extrovert’s profession, but that was only a polite way of saying that people didn’t especially like me. I was an abysmal public speaker. I did solemnity and righteous anger passably well, and I could manage an effortful smile telling a joke or bantering with the press, but for the rest of it I lapsed into a kind of rigid neutral glare, the outward shell of frantic self-consciousness and social panic. The only impression I made completely naturally was that of commonness. For better or worse, no one ever mistook me for a member of the elite.

What did I think I was doing? Why run at all?

I played football in college, and I was terrible. Our school was so small they had to let me on the team no matter how badly I played. I’d sit there on the bench but when we were far ahead or hopelessly behind, the crowd of students and alums would start chanting “Nixon! Nixon!” until the coaches sent me in and they’d all roar with laughter when I trotted onto the field. The ball would be snapped and I’d be knocked down by hits I never saw coming from college kids who had learned somewhere how to move like tigers. Why did I do it? I wanted to belong to something, be the all-American boy I never was and never could be, the loss that broke my heart before I quite knew I had one. So fuck them if they tried to keep me out. Let them try.

Much later I understood that I wasn’t expected to win at all. Anyone who knew anything considered Voorhis unbeatable, and the Republicans needed somebody to run against him purely for form’s sake. In fact, I was the only one involved in the race naive enough to think it was going to be any kind of contest.

No one took a poll during the congressional campaign. We simply made our speeches and tried our little ploys, and when the day came, they counted and we sat and waited for the numbers: 49,994 for him, 65,886 for me. I was terrible at football, but this was a game I could win.

Pat and I sat together in the Huntington Hotel in Pasadena toward the end of our third party of the night, blurry from champagne, numbed with celebration and fatigue. I’d played the piano; someone’s pants had been thrown at the ceiling and still hung from the chandelier.

“What am I doing?” I asked her. “Remind me why we did this.”

“We’re getting on,” she told me. “Going somewhere. We couldn’t stay here. Is it that scary?”

“I’m just worried. Being a lawyer made sense. I don’t know what this is.”

“It’s going to be interesting,” she said. “We’ll make it up as we go along. And whatever you say out there, I’m going to know it’s not really you, all right? I’ll know.”

“All right.”

“We won this. We whipped them good. Nixon’s the one,” she said.

It had been our campaign slogan: “Nixon’s the One.”

Is it possible some people simply aren’t designed to win? That there are people who would be better off losing every day of their lives? That if you’re the wrong sort of person, winning just breaks something in you?

I won but I wasn’t like Pat. Because—and why this should be I’ll never know—I never did a thing that wasn’t somehow touched with selfish, furtive hunger, with a private, annihilating need for recognition. Because I’m like a child in a fairy tale cursed from birth, and there has never been anything I can put my hand to without tainting it, no triumph so great or solemn that it doesn’t turn spoiled and ridiculous. Because, sooner or later, the darkness always gets in.


CHAPTER THREE

AUGUST 1948

“NO ONE RECRUITED me. I had become convinced that the society in which we live, Western civilization, had reached a crisis, of which the First World War was the military expression, and that it was doomed to collapse or revert to barbarism. I did not understand the causes of the crisis or know what to do about it. But I felt that, as an intelligent man, I must do something.”

I was sitting in a large conference room in the Commodore Hotel in New York listening to a man named David Whittaker Chambers explain how he’d become a Communist spy. This was one of my congressional appointments, the House Un-American Activities Committee, set up a decade ago to hunt for Fascist fifth columnists during the Second World War.

David Whittaker Chambers was a pale and lumpish man with an enormous head, a scholar and translator and senior editor at Time magazine. He had a high-flown academic style of speech composed of long, precise, mesmerizingly dull sentences, perhaps because he’d been giving this same testimony for years to various military and civilian agencies without any result. As he spoke, he listed to one side like a slowly sinking ship. It gave the effect of a man on the brink of succumbing to a soporific drug.

I shifted in my seat, conscious of wasted time and wasted opportunities. This was congressional busywork. I paid a dogged sort of attention but I knew by then that all signs pointed to my being a one-term congressman destined for a quick trip home to Whittier. I should be making speeches on the House floor, I thought. I should be seizing the headlines.

When you get to Washington you feel triumphant. You’ve won an election and a place in the political elite. And then you realize that everyone else there won an election too, because that is how people get to Washington. And that Washington itself is a new and different game, and the skills that won you that election have nothing to do with the skills you need now. There are four hundred and thirty-five people in the United States House of Representatives, and they’re not all going to be president, and in two years many of them will be going home, never to return. Whatever act you came up with in the provinces to fool Ma and Pa Voter isn’t going to matter to the people here. They’ve all seen it.

It’s very seldom mentioned, but I have very nearly the best academic record among United States presidents (due credit to Clinton and Wilson). It’s true that I was smarter than the kids around me and I worked very hard. I think it’s okay for me to say this. When I arrived in Washington I still, at the age of thirty-three, genuinely believed that people cared.

Maybe it’s true that nobody likes a know-it-all, and maybe it isn’t. It comes down to the same thing because, as it turned out, nobody liked Dick Nixon. I needed to project an image of confidence and connections and money, the things that draw powerful people and wealthy backers. I needed to be anyone but the desperate, lonely striver who worked his way up from his parents’ grocery store. That was an inspiring story back home, but it played very poorly in the drawing rooms of the nation’s capital.

Four or five nights out of the week, Pat and I would play the new game. We would climb in a taxi and go to that night’s reception, testimonial dinner, cocktail party, anywhere we were even halfway welcome. We would chat up lobbyists and staffers and I’d sweat through the latest in a succession of midpriced rental tuxedos.

And at the end of each long, boozy evening I’d find myself in the wood-paneled anteroom of a well-to-do Georgetown home bidding good night to the slightly baffled hostess who was straining to remember how she’d come to invite this strange, doggedly earnest couple, Richard Nixon and his anxious, vaguely heartbroken wife.

Once in a while I’d see Jack. I was making my political debut at the exact same moment as the rookie congressman from Massachusetts who turned out to be the most prodigiously attractive politician of our generation. It was one thing to play politics badly; it was quite another to do it while being treated to the sight of a man playing the game as few others ever have. Jack was the one who taught me to truly crave political office. I wanted to hold a room spellbound, I wanted to change laws, I wanted to stand in front of a crowd of people who were shouting my name in righteousness or exultation and smile and drink it all in, the way he did. And later, every one of those things would happen for me. It’s just the meaning that was changed, like light through a distorting lens. Tragedy for him; farce for me.

I’m the last man to heap further pieties on his legacy, but it was a particular thing to have known Jack Kennedy as a creature of raw potential. Before I met him, I didn’t understand what a politician could be: someone in whom charisma, sex, intellect, and historical moment all came together. I’d ride home in the taxi and think about Kennedy and the way people’s eyes tracked him at a party, the way even my own unwilling heart lurched when he looked at me and smiled. Even the unconscious cells of your body wanted him to like you.

At the age of thirty-one he was an object lesson in what nascent political talent looked like. I could see it; political strategists could see it. Most of all, my wife could see it. Being married, it turned out, only made every bit of this worse. It wasn’t as if I were a stranger to social humiliation. I’d always shrugged it off. Nixon can take it, I told myself and I could have lived through it again except now there was Pat. From the start she’d told me she wasn’t a political wife but she would do her duty, and she did. She laughed at jokes and stopped at two drinks and scraped up party invitations and lunch dates, but it wasn’t working.

And what was completely unforgivable was, we both knew it. Pat could see Kennedy, and she could see me, and she could tell the difference. If I had been alone at these events, I might have shrugged off the tiny slights and disappointments, watched my petty private dreams become thin and strained. I might have said to myself, Well, it doesn’t matter so much. There will be other parties.

But I didn’t even have the solace of knowing that my petty private agonies were private. Pat saw every detail of it, and I saw her seeing it. It was like gazing into an ugly, sneering hall of mirrors. Someone who could see every vain and rotten and false detail of your life, who watched you flinch at every little slight, who saw you at your weakest and did not forgive.

Riding home with Pat in the back of a taxi, I stared at the side of her face as she looked out the window. This is what marriage is, I thought. They’re watching you drown and you’re watching them watch you. You see them hating themselves for being trapped with you.

And the next day I sat on the House Un-American Activities panel and tried to focus on what a bizarre, pudgy little man named Whittaker Chambers was saying.

“In 1937 I repudiated Marx’s doctrines and Lenin’s tactics,” Chambers told us. His voice was nearly inaudible in the crowded hearing room. “I resolved to break with the Communist Party at whatever risk to my life or other tragedy to myself or my family.”

If nothing else, it was starting to become one of our more entertaining testimonials. He clearly thought he’d been involved in something genuinely sinister.

“Mr. Chambers,” Chief Investigator Stripling said, hiding a smile, “in your statement you stated that you yourself had served the … underground, chiefly in Washington, DC.”

I worried that we were egging him on a little too much but Chambers rose to the bait, replying at his leaden pace, “Even in countries where the Communist Party is legal, an underground party exists side by side with the open party. The apparatus in Washington was an organization or group of that underground.”

He’d bought a revolver to protect himself. He’d slept by day, kept vigil by night, but the Communists hadn’t come. I pictured them, assassins with goatees and berets and jazz records. Spies among us, our friends and neighbors harboring deviant beliefs regarding political economics. The filthy beatniks were inside the universities, the media, the federal government! Beware!

But then … Chambers wasn’t just laying out for us in plain, forceful language the historic drama of our time—he was offering us a part in it. I began to see the power in the narrative. I’d implied before that certain people were Communists; I’d said it about Jerry Voorhis the way I’d said everything else I could possibly think of, but I hadn’t quite grasped the scope or the urgency of it all. If I were being honest, I didn’t entirely understand what a Communist was or what they were doing over there in Russia. None of us did. We saw the outside of it, foreign countries with unpronounceable names succumbing one after the other without warning in the dead of night. An international organization with an implacable hunger for power, for secrets, and for new recruits.

The atmosphere in the chamber was gradually electrifying. I looked around to see who was catching it, who really understood the potential. Chambers was good with details. He and his contacts met in a violin studio. There were seven men who ran underground Communist cells under the direction of a sinister individual, a former petty officer in the Austrian army, a man who still had not been properly identified. I found myself hoping he had an eye patch or was missing an arm, but it would work however we needed it to. Chambers was offering me a lifeline; I just had to think ahead, farther and faster than the competition.

And then the name of Alger Hiss surfaced, a man who worked in the State Department. As Chambers told the story, he’d known Hiss in the 1930s. They were friends, close friends, and Communist spies. Chambers left the party in 1937 and tried to convince Hiss to resign as well but failed. After that they parted ways, and for all he knew, Hiss was still operating, if we could just catch him. How hard could it be?

“‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across the Continent.’” I read Churchill’s speech aloud while Pat listened. “‘Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia.’ You see it’s got something, right? It’s powerful.”

“It’s a good speech, I’ll give it that.”

“We need this,” I told her. “I can’t keep trying to win elections the way I did last time. It won’t work twice, you know that.”

“Do you believe it? The Soviet menace?” she asked. “I’m not saying it matters, but do you?”

“You read the papers, Pat. What they’ve done in Eastern Europe isn’t a theory. They’re a pretty rough bunch. I could make my reputation on this.”

“Okay. I can see that,” Pat said. She frowned, thinking it through. “Although—not to be a purist about it—what if this Alger Hiss is innocent?”

“He’s not. There’s too much detail. Well enough for a hearing anyway.”

“And you’re not going to lose?”

“Not a chance.”

“All right. I see it. But Dick, you see what you’re doing, don’t you? You’re trying to make people afraid. You’re using them. And I know it’s politics, and I’m not going to moralize at you, but this kind of thing can go very wrong.”

“It’s just until I get a foothold. You know it’s not easy for us.” It was the closest I’d ever come to mentioning those long late-night taxi rides, both of us breathing the air of failure until we couldn’t even look at each other. The absolute indifference of the press, the looming deadline of the upcoming elections. Last time had been a surprise, a fluke, and we both knew it.

“And so you’re going to say there are spies in the government.”

“There are. You should have heard the testimony today.”

“And our friends and neighbors?” she asked. “You’re going to tell people their friends and neighbors might be spies too. That seriously doesn’t worry you?”

“People aren’t crazy.”

“What about me? Did you ever think of that? I fit the profile.”

“What profile?”

“I went to college. My people are poor, and I own jazz records. Maybe I believe capitalism really is awful. Maybe I believe people should just help each other, and this whole thing you call America is a scam for rich people, and I have a secret pact with Moscow to bring it down. What about that?”

“Then you can tell me. Calm down,” I said. “This isn’t about you and me, it’s just politics. Okay? Just let me do this.”

“Then be careful, that’s all. You’re a crusader now. This isn’t the kind of thing you can screw up. Not and be safe.”

“Don’t worry. No one starts wars anymore. Not with the bomb.”


AFTERWORD

DECEMBER 1983

IT WAS A wintry morning in the late fall of 1983. I looked up from my window at an iron-gray sky.

I’d been gone for a little over nine years. Nine years since the entire planet had tuned in to watch me quit my job as leader of the free world, walk to the helicopter, and vanish into the sky over Washington, DC, crowds cheering and waving their fists and razzing my departure. And today I would go back to public life. The nation had had nine years to get over it.

I prepared alone, fussing until the knot in my tie was perfect, my hair combed and dyed to a pristine blackness. I turned to the mirror and faced what I had to face, the daily reality, the famous visage, a commedia dell’arte mask crafted for avarice and comedy. The Secret Service men followed me into the elevator, and there were a last few seconds of peace before the long midmorning trek across the lobby of the hotel.

And there it was, the bow wave of astonishment that rolled out before me when I passed through public space anywhere on planet Earth. Hotel staff glanced up and then looked away, but civilians stared in open amazement. In nine years I’d become a figure from a tall tale, like Ichabod Crane or Rip van Winkle. Trick or treat, ladies and gentlemen, I thought. Happy Halloween.

Pat was waiting for me, and we walked out to the limousine that was idling by the curb in the light snow, the driver barely out of his teens. A crow cawed at me and I flinched, even after all these years. I caught the driver’s smirk in the rearview mirror.

He let us out into a puddle of slush at the foot of the broad icy steps of a modest Georgian building where the mayor of Des Moines waited with a cluster of assistants and school officials.

“Mr. President and First Lady, it’s an honor.” She stumbled over it, caught in the basilisk gaze of celebrity. I took that for a good sign. This was an easy one, a softball venue for a man like me.

They led me in by a side entrance, took me through quiet corridors to a steel door. I could hear the hum and chatter of the excited crowd as the mayor went in and gave them one last reminder of who they were about to see. She told it well. The Environmental Protection Agency. Title IX. Peace in Vietnam; détente; the voyage to China. Then, as usual, a slight faltering through last bits, edging past the salient details like a man on a narrow ledge.

And then: “Please welcome our thirty-seventh president, Richard Milhous Nixon.”

I squared my shoulders and made my entrance, walked solemnly to the lectern on the podium. There was a hush as I looked out at the eighth-grade class of the Des Moines Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School.

I saw Pat standing at the back of the gymnasium, watching it happen. I let the silence drop and settle, breathed in, and leaned forward slightly to the microphone. And then, as I pronounced the first syllable, every nonadult person in the room began to yell at the top of his or her lungs.

I was looking up into a solid wall of gyrating arms and bellowing faces and children screaming at me. I’d miscalculated badly.

At first I couldn’t hear individual words. But then, I didn’t need to, did I? Every single monstrous one of them was in the same identical pose. Arms locked rigid overhead, second and third digit of each hand spread in an ecstasy of inspired mockery. Shoulders hunched, shaking phantom jowls. All shouting the same thing. Chanting it. Saying it like I’d never said it: Not. Crook. I am not a crook. I am not a crook. I am not a crook. I. Am not. A crook.

“Boys and girls,” I began. It was like speaking into a high wind. I stood stranded on the podium, waiting for the deluge to recede. If anything, it grew louder. I looked down at the cheap wood of the lectern. I remembered other, better lecterns.

“Boys and girls,” I started again. It just kicked them into higher gear, but I kept on. “It’s an honor to be here today at Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School. It’s truly marvelous. I couldn’t possibly be any happier.

“I was once just like you. I went to a small school in Yorba Linda, California, in a time long distant, but my hopes and dreams were the same as yours. I worked hard, and in 1946 I was elected to Congress.” The sound was dying down a little.

“In 1948 I was catapulted to national—”

“Tricky Dick!” yelled a red-faced boy, and the cry was taken up and mere anarchy was again loosed upon the gymnasium. The boy wore a T-shirt with the word Supertramp on it. What the hell did that mean? The principal hopped onto the stage and made as if to take over, but I waved her off.

Down below, children ran left and right and objects were thrown and offenders were dragged from the room, the Chicago riots in miniature. They had Richard Nixon himself here, and they were going to make the most of it.

“It’s all right,” I told the principal. “They’re just having a little fun.” It wasn’t her fault. If I hadn’t wanted to be mocked by young teenagers, I could have protected and defended the Constitution like I’d said I would.

“You know, boys and girls, I like a joke as much as the next man, I really do,” I said. “Politics is a tough business, and you don’t get through without a thick skin. It’s—it’s not always easy. I ran for vice president in 1952 with Dwight Eisenhower, and, well … we had our own trouble with the Communists in those days.” Did eighth-graders know who Eisenhower was? They had at least heard the word Communist, a sort of socialist goblin to the Reagan youth.

“We faced great—great challenges. A nation divided against itself. The Soviet Union threatening to expand everywhere. Spies on our doorstep. Nuclear missiles. The Cold War. But so much opportunity. To come to power then …” I groped for words. What could I tell them? What did these kids know? I looked out at the blank half-pubescent faces. They knew Reagan, the ignorant pretender. They didn’t know who Eisenhower was. Or Stalin. Or me.

“For Christ’s sake, I was president!” I shouted into the microphone to a howl of feedback. In the back of the room, Pat winced and made a slight shushing motion with a pale and trembling hand. But I wasn’t done. Who knew the truth now? No one but her and Kissinger, a creature so far from human as to scarcely matter. A being who might never die at all. No, I had to tell them the story.

“Your mothers and fathers voted to make me their supreme leader. The highest office in the land, the most venerated position an American can aspire to. Laugh if you want to, but believe it, you little shits, I was your fucking president!”

When had the crowd gone silent? I heard the last words ring three times through the gymnasium, like Peter denying Jesus.

And all at once, I understood them. At their age I didn’t even know what a president was, really. Just that the people of our country decided who the best person in all of America was, and that person got to make the decisions. And I, the boy they’d one day call Tricky Dick, wanted to be that person. God, I wanted it, and I cannot tell a lie. I don’t know why, but I did.

So I knew why they were laughing. I’d taken the idea of the presidency and I’d turned it into a joke. And it’s not that it wasn’t funny, because whatever else I am, I am history’s funniest president. But these children were laughing at me to turn the thrust of a disappointment. They were laughing at me because I had hurt them in a very personal way. I was president the year they were born, the president their parents gave them. The best person in America turned out to be me, and they were still trying to laugh me off.

After I signed the letter of resignation, Pat and I walked to a waiting helicopter clutching our suitcases like newlyweds, and the concrete chambers beneath the White House were then sealed forever. I am the last chief executive ever to have seen them or practiced the vile sorceries to which they gave me access.

I looked at Pat. She shook her head no. Leave it. The Cold War was a lie, and far beyond the Iron Curtain, the blacked-out science cities lay frozen and empty.

There are truths so awful they can’t be told, and words so dense and alien and malign that they take eighteen and a half minutes to say and even digital tape cannot reproduce their accursed sounds. The runes of the sealed chamber hold all these truths—last and least among them, that once I wanted to be the president, defender of the Republic, the true one that was promised long ago, holder of the highest office in all the land. Even if I am a crook.
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