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			Prologue

			 

			WEST TEXAS, FALL 1978

		

	
		
		
			
			Monday, September 18

			There ain’t nothin’ ’tween Lubbock and the North Pole ’cept a barbed-wire fence, and it’s blowed down.

			Pedaling up Nineteenth Street, sixteen-year-old Ross Weatherall recalled the many times he’d heard this stark declaration from his grandfather, who’d given up farming during the Dust Bowl and moved into town to start a hardware store. Grandpa had prospered in Lubbock, though the winds that drove him off the land sometimes even now roared through this city on the South Plains. Ross had seen the scratched windowpanes of the house Grandpa built in the thirties, the tiny striations made by grains of dirt whirled against the glass.

			The wind was kicking up now, and there was no collar to turn up on the shirt Ross had recently purchased at Buster Hanks’ Men’s Store, imagining it to be both fashionable and sort of British-looking. The heat was concerning him even more than the wind: it was 8:15 p.m. and still 88 degrees according to the Texas Bank sign he’d passed a few minutes ago. At one point this afternoon it had hit 96, and all day Ross had been sweating through the shirt, whose checkered pattern, he now realized, didn’t live up to its supposedly daring lack of a collar.

			He headed west along the southern rim of ever-expanding Texas Tech University, whose new buildings seemed to have sprouted into existence via time-lapse photography or some other sci-fi miracle. We are not alone: Ross hummed the signature notes of the theme from Close Encounters of the Third Kind, a movie that still seemed to him superior in every way to last year’s Star Wars.

			
			Across Nineteenth Street sat the city’s best and biggest homes, even nicer than the house he lived in on Twenty-first. One of them, a mile or two up, was his destination. Wanting to make sure he had the right address, he switched to no-hands, a risky mode given the wind, and reached into the pocket of his blue jeans for the newspaper ad:

			
				BUSH

				BASH

				8:00 p.m.

				4907 19TH

				Free Beer—Music

			

			In smaller type at the bottom, it read:

			
				Pd. Pol. Adv. George Bush

				for Congress Committee

				Joe I. O’Neill, Treas.

			

			Ross had torn the announcement from today’s University Daily, which his brother, a politically minded pre-law senior at Tech, had previously circled. Darryl lived in a campus dorm and this afternoon had left the paper behind when making a pit stop at the house to drop off laundry with their mother. Tonight, after finishing his usual early dinner and what little homework he had from Lubbock High, Ross had noticed the ad and thought: Why shouldn’t I go? The beer didn’t interest him, but music of almost any kind did—not to mention the chance of some company. Everyone was out of the house tonight, as they were on most nights: Darryl at school; their father, an orthopedic surgeon, back at the hospital; their mother off to listen to some unfamous author give a lecture at the Lubbock Women’s Club. Ross imagined there’d be a big crowd at a political event like this “Bush Bash,” so even if Darryl showed up—unlikely, since he was always doing twenty things at once—he might still escape his big brother’s notice.

			
			He knew he’d reached number 4907, a big ranch house with a humongous green lawn and half-moon driveway, by the number of cars parked outside. Music was coming from somewhere on the premises. Ross tucked his bike, more from embarrassment than any concern with its security, between two azaleas on the lawn. The front door stood wide open, and he could see straight through the big house, all the way to the kitchen door, which was open too. Everybody, as well as the music, was out back by the pool.

			He walked inside, feeling like a burglar, and noticed a framed GRANBERRY FOR LUBBOCK poster, a souvenir of the spring 1970 election that had made young Jim Granberry mayor just before the tornadoes came through. Since there was no basement in the Weatherall house on Twenty-first, Ross, then about to turn eight, had had to ride out the twisters in the first-floor bathtub with his older brother, while their parents hunkered down in the bathroom upstairs. Ross had brought a book into the tub with him, which Darryl, before flinging it out into the hall, thought was just about the funniest, dumbest thing he’d ever seen.

			Now reaching the empty kitchen, Ross could identify the music coming from the pool patio as “Crazy Little Mama at My Front Door,” a record by Alvin Crow and the Pleasant Valley Boys, local favorites. Ross thought he might see the former mayor out on the patio, maybe even shake his hand, but Jim Granberry wasn’t to be found in the little crowd of maybe twenty people. There was, fortunately, no sign of Darryl, either. TILT ME, I’M EASY read a label fixed to one of two beer kegs.

			“Hey, kid, allow me,” said a guy who identified himself as “Bill, from Slaton.” He poured Ross a large cup of beer with very little foam. Ross would have been satisfied with a Dr Pepper, but the guy seemed so eager for him to have the beer that he accepted it. It was hard to believe that just down the street at Tech the biggest ongoing debate involved whether to allow the sale of alcohol on campus. Darryl was emphatically “pro” on this question, though on another current matter he took the conservative view that a student-drama production of Equus, featuring nudity, should not be allowed to proceed. That topic had dominated one recent dinner conversation in the Weatherall home; Ross himself had taken no position on the nakedness, because he could scarcely make himself think about a play that featured some crazy kid putting out horses’ eyes.

			
			A single big BUSH sign, the “S” shaped in a way that suggested a pair of horseshoes, hung from a pole near the stereo. “Is he coming himself?” Ross asked Bill from Slaton, who told him, “He is indeed! He’ll be here in a bit, once he’s done shaking hands down at Town & Country,” which was the shopping center on the other side of Tech. “In the meantime, drink up!”

			Nobody here looked especially stoked to Ross—just a bunch of guys and sorority girls who seemed like they were having a quick drink before heading someplace else. There were, however, two guys manning a card table stacked with flyers and bumper stickers, and one of them held a clipboard, scanning the attendees with a weak hopefulness, searching for ones who might like to sign up as campaign volunteers. Ross wondered if he should be doing that himself, if only as a thank-you for the hospitality, but the guy with the clipboard looked a lot more serious than Bill from Slaton and a lot more likely to object to the beer in his obviously underage hand. Ross had last shaved four days ago and wouldn’t need to again for another week. He was enjoying the beer—he’d never had more than a few sips at his parents’ parties—and could feel himself cooling off, his legs loosening. He went over to a bowl next to the chips and salsa that was full of campaign buttons; he picked one out and put it on.

			He knew next to nothing about this election, which had been the subject of a classmate’s subpar Current Events presentation last week. All he remembered was that old Mr. George Mahon, who’d been in Congress since Grandpa came to Lubbock, was retiring, and that Bush was one of two young guys competing to replace him. Except for what it said on the posters around town, Ross wouldn’t have recalled that Bush was the Republican and the other guy the Democrat, and from what the Current Events kid had said, there wasn’t enough difference between them that it mattered.

			The Alvin Crow tape finished, and when no one seemed able to find another, somebody shifted the boom box to its radio setting. A string of Japanese lanterns came on along with the outdoor house lights, and several of the guests clapped. It was at this moment that Ross noticed a pretty girl from school with reddish-brown hair, someone new in town whose name he didn’t think he’d heard and with whom he shared no classes. Even from a few feet away he could tell that she was wearing makeup to cover freckles. He wanted to say to her: Why would you do that? You sort of look like Sissy Spacek. If he got the words out he knew he’d then be fumbling to tell her they were a compliment, but right now, mutely looking at her, he found himself surprised that they had even occurred to him, and at how they wanted to be spoken. Was this what people meant when they said “that’s the alcohol talking”? When she got closer, he was positively startled to find himself touching her arm and saying, “Hey, didn’t I see you out at Reese over the weekend?”

			
			Thousands of people had been out at the Air Force base on Saturday, watching the Thunderbirds and some Navy parachutists perform.

			She was drinking her beer less furtively than he was sipping his, and she smiled. “You may have. It was pretty lame—though not as lame as this. Oh,” she added suddenly, moving toward the boom box to turn up the volume. “Listen.”

			
				In 1961, when Kent Hance graduated from Dimmitt High School in the Nineteenth Congressional District, his opponent George W. Bush was attending Andover Academy in Massachusetts. In 1965, when Kent Hance graduated from Texas Tech, his opponent was at Yale University. And while Kent Hance graduated from University of Texas Law School, his opponent—get this, folks—was attending Harvard Business School. We don’t need someone from the Northeast telling us what our problems are.

			

			A few good-natured boos issued from the crowd, but as the girl turned the volume back down and the radio station went back to music, Ross noticed how most of those standing by the pool seemed almost unaware that the commercial they’d just heard had any connection, even an antagonistic one, to the event they were attending.

			
			“I’m Ross,” he said to the girl.

			“I’m Allie.”

			That’s right, he thought. Allison O’Connor. He had heard her name from somebody at school. “Aren’t you new here?” he asked.

			“Three months. It only feels like thirty years.” Her father, she explained, worked in computers and had moved the family from Philadelphia to Lubbock to take a job at Texas Instruments.

			“What brings you here tonight?” asked Ross, before they both laughed at how adult and stiff he sounded.

			Allie waggled her beer cup, annoyed that it was empty. “My parents think I’m studying with some girl whose name I made up.”

			Bill, the guy from Slaton, was regaling two guys with a joke the Hance people had been telling about this fellow who thought a “cattle guard” was a uniformed officer—and who was clearly supposed to be Bush, unacquainted with West Texas ways. It seemed odd to Ross that a guy wearing two Bush buttons would be telling this joke on his own candidate, but Bill’s two-man audience, preoccupied with tilting one of the kegs forward, wasn’t paying much attention.

			“Isn’t Bush’s father a big deal?” Ross asked Allie.

			“Try number-one spy at the CIA under Ford. And head of the Republican Party, or Committee, or whatever it is, when Watergate was going on.”

			She was clearly better informed than the kid in Current Events. Finding that he wanted another beer, and wondering if anything might be left in the kegs, Ross laughed. “So does that mean you’re for the other guy? Hance?”

			Allie rolled her eyes. “They’re both against giving the Panama Canal back to Panama.”

			Ross got ready to say Give it back? Didn’t we build it?, but he was interrupted by some scattered cries of “Bush! Bush!” and some effortful, uneven applause around the pool. The candidate had arrived, in a white Oldsmobile Cutlass that Ross could see through the house’s open doors. George W. Bush waved to those who’d come to see him and pointed to the TILT ME, I’M EASY keg: “I usually like to have that second, and chasing something stronger, but if it’s all you’ve got…” Amidst laughter, the man who appeared to be his driver went and got Bush a cup of beer, while someone else handed the candidate a microphone he didn’t really need. A couple of guys who’d earlier gone into the house weren’t even bothering to turn down the Monday Night Football game they had on, let alone come out to hear Bush’s pitch. As he got ready to make it, he pointed toward the indoor TV with a look of feigned anger that he then erased with a shrug, prompting more ice-breaking laughter.

			
			Allie whispered to Ross: “Don’t believe that little gesture. He’s actually pissed off. I can see it in his eyes.” Ross couldn’t tell, but he did observe that Bush was chewing a plug of tobacco.

			“I appreciate y’all coming out,” the candidate began. “The last time I was here at Tech I was talking to a bunch of you in the Coronado Room.” He mispronounced the name of that space within the Student Union Building—made it rhyme with “tornado”—but he certainly sounded like a Texan, thought Ross, no matter what the Hance commercial had said. “It’s good to see students turn out,” Bush continued, “because frankly I think there’s too much apathy in today’s university. I was on campus maybe twenty times this spring during the primary campaign, and only seventy of y’all voted.”

			A confused silence ensued. No one had been expecting a scolding, if that’s what this was.

			“Of course,” Bush resumed, with a wink, “most of those seventy voted for me, so I guess I can’t complain. There were some rough moments in that campaign, but my opponent was a good man, and I’m now proud to have his endorsement.” A brief pause and a glance toward his shoes signaled a change of focus. “Okay,” said the candidate, looking back up, “how many of you think things are going well in Washington?”

			Some soft requisite boos answered him.

			“I didn’t think so,” Bush replied. “I don’t either. I grew up in Midland and I’m in the oil business down there. I’ll bet some of your folks are in it too, or are in natural gas. Well, it’s the overregulation embodied by Jimmy Carter’s Natural Gas Policy Act that got me into politics.”

			
			Allie whispered to Ross: “Oh, please, he was born into it.”

			“What about the farm crisis?” asked Bill from Slaton, startling the candidate and pretty much everybody else with the interruption. Bush looked uncomfortable, as if he really would like something stronger than beer to drink. He took a long sip and then stared at the questioner, seeming to ask: Why are you poking at my weak spot?

			“You want to help the farmer?” he finally responded. “Deregulate natural gas and oil. In the end, what that saves him will do more good than any adjustment to the number of set-aside acres the government tells him not to farm.”

			“Wasn’t Earl Butz really the cause of the current price mess?” asked the guy from Slaton.

			Bush fixed him with a what-the-hell-is-wrong-with-you look. This wasn’t a debate, and he wasn’t about to put the blame for anything on a former Republican secretary of agriculture, even one now chiefly remembered for a godawful racist joke involving tight pussy and loose shoes. The guys behind the sign-up table also exchanged perplexed glances about the questioner.

			“Anybody else?” asked Bush. Bill from Slaton appeared content to subside, but nobody had another question, so the candidate moved on to something new: “Jesse Jackson says the economic pie has to grow—and that makes sense to me.”

			Even Allie looked mildly intrigued that Reverend Jackson’s name should be uttered with approval.

			“In saying no to spending and in saying no to measures that erode free enterprise,” Bush continued, “you are actually saying yes to people at the bottom of the free enterprise system.”

			Several people applauded, a few of them, it seemed, out of something beyond politeness.

			“So if you’d like to help me, please sign up with those fellows over there and help us to make Texas a real two-party state at last. Thank you.” More applause, and then laughter, when Bush pointed to the second keg: “And, yes, I will have another, since my man Mike here is driving the car.”

			Ross had joined in the clapping while looking around for Allie O’Connor, who seemed to have gone off somewhere. Heading toward the house, he felt a hard tap on his shoulder, courtesy of Darryl, who’d just arrived and was distinctly displeased to find him here. He grabbed the top rim of Ross’s shirt, the place where a real collar should be, and growled: “You’d better not let Anita Bryant see you in this fruity shirt, little brother, or she’ll kick your ass. And if you have another one of these”—he tossed Ross’s empty cup into one of Mayor Granberry’s flower beds—“I’ll kick your ass.”

			
			Ross’s anger was threaded with the hope that Allie had actually left and wasn’t witnessing this humiliation. Still three inches shorter, and much lighter, than Darryl, he was mortified enough to consider taking a swing at his brother. But in the end he just let Darryl smirk and walk away, watching him until he felt a second, much gentler tap on his shoulder—from someone who’d witnessed the fraternal dustup.

			“Hey,” said George W. Bush, with a consoling smile. “In my family it’s the big brother—that would be me—who screws up. At least now and then. See that fine, responsible young fellow over there?”

			“Your brother?” asked Ross. The blond fellow being pointed to appeared about ten years younger than the candidate.

			“Yo, Neil!” cried the elder Bush. “Wave hello to—what’s your name, dude?”

			“Ross Weatherall.”

			“Neil! Wave to my man Ross!”

			Neil Bush, whom Ross had taken for a Tech student, waved.

			“My campaign manager,” explained George Bush. “Twenty-three years old. Finished up at Tulane last year.”

			Ross looked incredulously at the candidate’s brother. Could someone so young hold a job that important?

			“He’s living over the Republican county chairwoman’s garage. I guess I can’t be all that bad if I inspire such devotion.” Bush laughed and handed Ross his beer. “Here, finish this.” He patted the boy’s arm, winked, and walked away. Darryl was now nowhere to be seen, so Ross took the beer and chugged it down. And while he did, Allie O’Connor’s beautiful russet hair came into view, as if it were the Olympic torch.

			
			She told him it was 8:45 p.m. “You have just time enough to take me to the movies.” Hooper, with Burt Reynolds playing a stuntman, was at the four-plex, several blocks away.

			Ross hesitated.

			“I know you don’t have a car,” said Allie. “We can walk.”

			Having her believe he’d come here on foot seemed less shameful than letting her know he’d arrived on a bicycle. He wondered if he could leave his Schwinn between the azaleas, not even come back for it until tomorrow morning. He wavered for another second or two—it was a Monday night—and then said yes. The stars had begun to come out; the strong, hot wind was turning into a cool breeze.

			He caught a glimpse of the waving, departing candidate. He felt Allie pushing him in the same direction, toward the street that would lead them to the movies. Experiencing the wonderful, fine buzz of the beer, Ross looked ahead toward George W. Bush and then back toward Allie and vaguely realized that, in totally different ways, he was a little in love with both of them.

			 

			

			Thursday, November 2: Home of George W. and Laura Bush, 1405 Golf Course Road, Midland, Texas

			Barbara Bush watched her daughter-in-law read The World According to Garp. Laura was not looking up at the clock the way she herself, flipping through a magazine, had been doing with visible irritation every couple of minutes.

			Both women were waiting for their husbands to arrive and join them for a late supper that Laura had already cooked. But it was now 9:30 p.m., and from the elder Mrs. Bush’s point of view this was becoming ridiculous. George W. had been scheduled to appear at an early-evening candidates’ forum up in Lubbock, an hour and a half away; he’d promised that it would be over by seven-thirty and that he and Neil would drive straight down to Midland. George Sr. had spent the afternoon in Amarillo giving a speech for Bill Clements and John Tower, the gubernatorial and Senate candidates at the top of the ticket; he was supposed to fly into Midland in time for this delayed dinner, after which the senior Bushes would spend the five days until the election here at George and Laura’s starter house. Bar knew that she and her husband would be stir-crazy, in a variety of ways, by tomorrow night.

			
			“Is that really any good?” she asked Laura, pointing to the novel by this man Irving.

			“A little overstuffed,” said Laura, after a moment’s consideration. “Sort of like a modern, mediocre Dickens.”

			“Why not read Dickens instead?” asked her mother-in-law.

			“I have.”

			“All of it?”

			“Just about.” Her eyes had already gone back to the page.

			She couldn’t be more different from me, thought Bar, who nonetheless doubted that, by the time all four of her sons had wed, she would like any of their wives better than this one. Laura had met young George only sixteen months ago and been married to him for less than a year, but she hadn’t been the least bit fazed the time or two she’d been thrown into all of the holiday commotion at the family compound up in Maine. Of course Laura still got to live in the town she’d grown up in, anchored to her own past in a way that Bar herself had never been permitted, not since she was twenty-four and her own George had dragged her to Midland—and then to all the other places, from Houston to Washington to Peking.

			She got up to freshen her drink in the kitchen, and in the glass door of a cabinet noticed again how her hair was going from gray to snow white. She was only three years past fifty, and her life had offered plenty of excitement—China, for goodness’ sake! not to mention the CIA—and there would be more to come soon, once George began running for president in earnest a few months from now. But she still had the sense that time was washing over her when she ought to be swimming deliberately through it; still had moments when she felt herself falling back into the depression that had overtaken her, quite brutally for a while, when they got back from Asia. She now thought of her own maroon-colored set of Dickens novels back home in Houston and wondered if she herself would ever read another of them. Who was she kidding?

			
			It was so quiet here. By the time she was Laura’s age—thirty-two this Saturday—she’d had five children and buried one of them. She wasn’t about to ask her daughter-in-law and George W. when they might be getting started in that department, but at last year’s wedding the two of them had seemed unimaginably old to be getting married. She knew that it had struck the elder George, someone who’d been through a war and a wedding before he was twenty-one, the same way.

			A noise at last: the car. A pair of her sons—George W., as always, the more boisterous of the two—soon came through the back door and into the kitchen.

			“Were your ears burning?” her eldest boy asked her. “I was talking about you in Lubbock.”

			“Oh?”

			“Hance,” Neil interrupted to explain, “made a crack about George’s being born in Connecticut.”

			The candidate added: “I said I would have preferred Texas, but thought I should be close to my mother that day.”

			She could see him waiting for her look of amusement and approval; even now he was trying to make her laugh the way he had after Robin died of leukemia and, with his father usually away on business, it became just the two of them alone in that little house across town. “Not bad,” she replied, with a supposedly grudging smile, as if offering a strictly political appraisal of his retort. “They’re here!” she called out to the living room.

			Laura Bush came to the kitchen, gave her husband a kiss and her young brother-in-law a hug. Bar took the Saran Wrap off a salad bowl—as much cooking as she would do over the next five days. “Sit,” she said. “All of you. We’re not going to wait for George.”

			Laura brought the food to a table, already set, in the small adjacent dining room. Her mother-in-law took a seat between her sons. Returning to Hance’s needling, the elder Mrs. Bush asked, à propos of the local voters: “Do they want you to ride around on a tumbleweed? It’s not good enough that you moved here at the age of two?”

			
			“His real crime,” said Neil, “is having gone back east, for school.”

			After a long moment, Bar looked at the candidate. “We haven’t come all this way to see you lose, have we?”

			“God, Mother,” said Neil. “Harsh. They’re only a few points apart in the polls.”

			“I can’t blame Hance for playing the good ol’ boy,” said George, avoiding the salad and tossing a chicken enchilada onto his plate. “It makes sense.”

			Laura sat down beside him. “It wouldn’t hurt if you blamed him for the business with the beer.”

			The brothers shot each other wounded glances. “We went over this last night, no?” George asked Laura, more plaintive than accusing. He got up to get a bottle of Jack Daniels, which he set down on the table between a plastic jug of Coke and a pitcher of iced tea. His wife gave him a look that didn’t really criticize but let him know she was watching.

			“Would anyone care to fill me in?” asked Barbara Bush, who looked as if she actually, already, knew plenty.

			Before anyone could speak, the kitchen’s wall telephone rang. Laura went and got it. “Jim Granberry,” she told her husband.

			“I’ll take it in the bedroom.”

			“All right,” said Bar, once he was gone. She turned to her younger son. “You tell me.”

			The campaign manager began his explanation with a sigh: “Six weeks ago we had an event in Lubbock. We’ve done so many I can hardly remember it, but a bunch of Tech students came and we signed a few of them up to stuff envelopes and things like that. The ad in the school paper had mentioned that there’d be free beer. No one thought anything about it. I do remember the event being sort of a dud. Nobody drank too much, and the thing ended early. But just the other day Hance’s law partner sent around a letter to all these pastors. What’s the big denomination here?” he asked his sister-in-law.

			“Church of Christ.”

			
			“I can never keep them straight,” said Barbara Bush. “Are they the snake-handling type?”

			Laura lit a cigarette; she would wait for her husband before starting to eat. “I know they sing a cappella,” she calmly informed her mother-in-law. “They’re not much for organ music.” Though a Methodist, she’d been here her whole life and hardly found them exotic.

			“Anyway, Mother,” said Neil, “Hance’s guys are now making it sound as if George has been corrupting the youth of Texas with free beer.”

			“Tell her the best part,” said Laura.

			“Nobody knows that Hance actually has a money interest in a Lubbock bar called Fat Dawg’s.”

			Slicing into an enchilada, Bar asked: “And when will that be pointed out to the electorate?”

			“It won’t be,” said Laura.

			“George made a pledge, early on and pretty publicly, not to attack Hance in any way,” explained Neil. “He’s sort of boxed into that.”

			“What a ridiculous idea,” said Bar, appearing to warm to the subject.

			Laura dragged on her cigarette and said nothing, though it was evident she felt the same way.

			“Did it come up tonight?” her mother-in-law asked Neil. “At this candidates’ forum?”

			“Yeah, it did,” said Neil, looking as if he wanted to put his head in his hands. “Hance said that spreading alcohol around like that ‘may be cool at Harvard or Yale’ but not at Texas Tech.” Trying to cheer up everyone, including himself, Neil added: “God, did George have to go to both of them—on top of Andover?” Once the campaign was over, Neil would be finishing his own MBA, again at Tulane.

			Laura Bush, whose father had gone to Tech, said, “You’re back,” when her husband entered the little dining room.

			“Who’s Granberry?” the elder Mrs. Bush asked her son.

			“The mayor of Lubbock. Or at least he used to be.”

			“The ‘Bush Bash’—this beer thing,” Neil elaborated for their mother, “was at Granberry’s house. He was out of town, but I understand he approved it.”

			
			“We’ve been talking about it,” Laura explained to George.

			“So what did he want?” asked Bar. “Granberry.”

			Her son refilled the glass he’d taken with him to the phone. “He’s asking me to let him hold a press conference. So he can talk about Hance’s hypocrisy, on account of Bull Dog’s or whatever it is.”

			“Fat Dawg’s,” corrected Laura. “Spelled with a ‘w.’ ”

			“What did you tell him?” asked Barbara Bush.

			“Same as I’ve been telling everybody for the past two days: No. I’m not going to get into a food fight with Hance over this.”

			“Anybody home?” The man coming through the front door sounded more boyish than either of his sons, who stood up when George Herbert Walker Bush entered the dining room. “Hello, beautiful,” he said, kissing his daughter-in-law. Laura smiled, but cast a look of displeasure at the fair-haired, slightly plump young man traveling in the elder George Bush’s wake. Was he supposed to stay here too? There wasn’t enough room in this house for even her in-laws. Neil would be sleeping on the living-room couch.

			“I’m Karl,” he said, shaking Laura’s hand. “Don’t let me disturb you. I have a few calls to make, and then I’ll be going. Is there another room with a phone?”

			“Straight back and to the right,” said George W. Bush. “Hope you’ve got a credit card!”

			Karl Rove, clearly already acquainted with the younger George Bush, laughed, but just to be safe he looked at Laura and reassured her: “Yes, I do.”

			“Heckuva smart kid,” said the senior Bush as Rove walked off. “Done a lot of work for me in Houston. Already has his own consulting firm—not yet thirty. He may bring this thing home for Bill Clements,” he added, referring to the candidate who on Tuesday had a chance of being elected Texas’s first Republican governor since Reconstruction.

			“Where is Karl staying tonight?” asked Laura.

			“He’s got himself a room in town,” Bush explained to his daughter-in-law. “We were up in Amarillo together and he couldn’t get a flight back to Houston, so he came down here with me. Now he can do some business with Clements’ Midland operation and head home tomorrow night. Efficient, you know? I just wanted to keep picking his brain after we got off the flight from Amarillo, so I put him in the cab with me.”

			
			“Maybe you should pick Karl’s brain about George W.’s dilemma,” Barbara Bush suggested.

			“What dilemma’s that?” asked her husband.

			Their eldest son shook his head wearily, leaving explanation of the Bush Bash, once more, to Neil. When the story had again been told, the senior George Bush said, “Heckuva thing. This Ivy League stuff cuts both ways in life, ya know.”

			“Your father is co-chairman of the Yale fundraising drive this year,” Bar informed her sons. “Don’t allow this person you’re running against to make Yale a dirty word.”

			“And where is Dad getting the time to do that?” asked George W., as he tore his enchilada in two. Since leaving the CIA, the old man had gone back into business in Houston, taught a class at Rice, and begun running for president. It was true, of course, that he could hardly go out campaigning for his eldest son—not with Hance talking like George W. was some trust-fund baby. The Democrat was also coaching farmers at local Bush rallies to ask if it was true that the candidate’s father served on the Trilateral Commission, a name they sounded out with sinister slowness, as if it were an instrument of Beelzebub. Even so, it still hurt George W., in some small way, that Dad should be finding the time to campaign for Clements and Tower and just about every Republican congressional candidate in the country except his own son.

			“I don’t want to interfere,” said the elder Bush, “but when it comes to this beer thing: You’re not going to counterpunch?”

			“No, sir.”

			The father gave the son a you’re-the-boss look, though it was clear he agreed with his wife and daughter-in-law. “You know, a year from now I’m going to be hearing this Yale stuff from Reagan and Dole. And if I get past them, I’ll be hearing it from Carter.”

			“Well,” said his son, “we’re going to have an election here in five days, not two years. And I’m not going to do anything different. You know, I did win a primary a few months back. Not that even that was all about me.” His opponent, Jim Reese, the former mayor of Odessa, had called him “Shrub” and gotten an endorsement from Reagan, whose people wanted to have a little proxy preview of the 1980 race, one that ended with a Reagan surrogate beating a Bush scion.

			
			“Don’t go getting ticked off now,” said the old man.

			“Should we find out what Nixon’s boy thinks?” George W. pointed toward the bedroom. Laura looked perplexed.

			“Karl was head of the College Republicans when Dad was at the RNC,” he explained. “Rove! Get out here!”

			The consultant emerged from the bedroom, telephone credit card in hand.

			“Talked to Nixon just the other day,” said the elder Bush, a bit disconsolately. “I think he still likes Connally for ’80.”

			“You want Nixon’s endorsement?” asked Neil Bush.

			“Believe me,” said Rove, now standing near the dining-room table, “there’s a way it could be spun into a positive.” He wasn’t asked to sit down. “I’m going to be taking off. There’s a cab coming to bring me to my hotel.”

			Bush senior, after saying “while we’ve still got you here,” proceeded to tell the young consultant about the Hance situation, as his candidate son, still doing a slow burn, poured himself another inch of whiskey. Rove engaged in a moment or two of almost visible thinking about the political problem just put before him, until George W. gave him the needle. “Rove, didn’t you run the Dirty Tricks Department—JV division—of Nixon’s last campaign?”

			The young man responded, “Are you sure this Bush Bash wasn’t a dirty trick?”

			Neil Bush looked up, surprised.

			“Who organized it?” asked Rove. “You sure it was one of your own people?”

			“We don’t have a lot of ‘people,’ Rove,” the candidate answered. “Yes, I’m sure,” he added, though he wasn’t.

			Everyone heard the taxi driver honk his horn. “If you let Hance define you,” said the departing Rove, “he’ll beat you.”

			“You know,” said George W., once he was gone, “Caracas seems like a better and better idea.” They all knew he was referring to Jeb, down in South America working for Jim Baker’s bank, out from under the contrail of Dad’s sometimes sputtering but still rising rocket. Barbara Bush gave her eldest son a look that instructed him to keep the temper he’d inherited, from her, in check.

			
			“I’m going for a run,” George W. announced, pushing away the second half of his enchilada.

			“After three?” Laura asked, meaning whiskeys.

			Her husband pointed to his glass. “This one’s only half drunk. Set it out in the living room so I can finish it later, okay, darling?” There was more affection than peevishness in his teasing, but both qualities were discernible. He went off to change clothes while his wife wondered how long it would be before the quick, constant movements between overindulgence and athletic self-punishment broke the spring of her husband’s metronome.

			“Heard you gave a good speech over in Muleshoe!” her father-in-law said admiringly, touching Laura’s arm.

			“There’s a last time for everything,” she replied, lighting a cigarette.

			 

			

			Tuesday, November 7: Bush for Congress Headquarters, 2414 Broadway, Lubbock, Texas

			The polls closed at 7:00 p.m., and Ross Weatherall spent the next hour pacing in front of the tables he had manned, late each afternoon, for the past seven weeks. He had also hung signs, made phone calls, and passed out flyers on University Avenue; he’d even rung the doorbells of beat little houses in the Mexican part of town. His efforts on behalf of George W. Bush had been so sustained that his brother Darryl, too preoccupied with law-school applications to have much time for politics this term, had actually spoken a few grudging words of approval about him at dinner one night.

			Ross had awakened at six a.m. today and been too excited to get back to sleep. He’d turned on Praise the Lord and watched the lady with the explosive hairdo and magic-carpet eyelashes talk about the agreement Jimmy Carter had worked out at Camp David between Israel and Egypt. She was convinced that the pact would speed up certain biblical prophecies.

			
			There was no beer available here tonight; someone had explained to Ross that since the Bush Bash they had to be extra cautious around any press photographers who might be coming by. The long tables held only bottles of Coke and a nasty mess of beef Stroganoff, barely warm, that had been ordered in from Furr’s Cafeteria.

			The radio and TV stations kept saying that turnout had been heavier than expected, but the optimism that had been here at seven o’clock was beginning to fade. Ross’s pacing was now less a matter of excitement than nerves. Bush’s big winning margin in Midland didn’t look as if it could offset the wins Hance was piling up in all the rural counties, as well as in Lubbock. “Fuck Floydada,” Ross whispered. “Fuck Dimmitt.” His agitation had just been increased by the presence of that weird guy from Slaton, whom he hadn’t seen since the night of the now-famous and maybe fatal Bash. He recalled the guy’s hostile-sounding questions: What about the farm crisis? Wasn’t Earl Butz really the cause of the current price mess? And here he was now, the corners of his mouth turning up as everybody else’s went down.

			A voice behind him whispered, “Ross meets Loss.”

			“That’s real nice, that’s real sympathetic,” he said, after turning around and discovering Allie. He was thrilled to see her.

			“There’s better food at Hance’s place down the street,” she informed him.

			The two of them had been to four movies since Hooper and had recently crashed Delta Tau Delta’s toga party, an event once more in style thanks to Animal House. A week ago he’d asked Allie if she was now his girlfriend. Don’t be ridiculous, she’d replied.

			She pointed to a town on the blackboard showing the vote breakdown. “Do you know how I pronounced that, the first time I saw it, last summer?”

			“No.”

			
			“ Le-vel-land, like McClellan. Then someone explained: Level-land. Like everything around us.”

			“So?”

			“I’d rather have kept my innocence,” Allie declared.

			Channel 28, KMCC, was updating the state and national results. Clements and Tower were in the lead for the governorship and Senate seat, and across the country the GOP was expected to pick up anywhere between a dozen and twenty House seats. Photos of the new congressional faces appeared onscreen, as the news anchors made guesses as to the pronunciation of some of their names. “College professor Newt Gingrich has taken Georgia’s Sixth District, and State Senator Carroll Campbell is the new Republican congressman from South Carolina’s Fourth. Richard Cheney, once chief of staff to former president Ford, is the new at-large House representative for Wyoming; and closer to home, Dr. Ron Paul will be representing the Texas Twenty-second.”

			To give viewers a break, the station cut away to some news besides politics: the King Tut exhibit was being installed in New York, weeks after people had lined up to buy tickets. It would finally open next month.

			“I’m determined to go,” said Allie. “If I can convince my father I’m even more miserable than I am, I can get him to send me up to New York for a long weekend with my aunt.”

			Kent Hance’s toothy, beaming face suddenly filled the screen. It was sickening to realize that the cheers and the happy blasts of plastic horns were coming from inside the television, not the storefront space in which all the Bush volunteers now stood silently. It was barely ten o’clock, Ross thought. There still had to be a chance. But the smartest people here had been the first ones to start looking downcast.

			“George W. Bush just called me to concede the race,” said Hance, to the loudest burst of cheering yet, “and he couldn’t have been nicer.” He was already sounding less like a farmer—there was no more need for the aw-shucks act—and more like the lawyer he actually was. The TV analyst said that he would probably end up with fifty-three percent of the vote and declared that the newcomer Bush had run a “respectable” race. Mike Childers—the losing candidate’s Lubbock driver, whom Ross had gotten to know a little—was actually crying. And the creepy guy from Slaton was now nowhere to be found. Ross waited for the TV to switch over to Bush’s main headquarters in Midland, but wasn’t sure he could stand the misery of a concession speech.

			
			A local GOP lawyer stubbed out a cigarette on the floor and muttered, “Jesus Christ, all those Italian cardinals just elected a Polish guy pope, and we can’t elect a guy who went to school out of state.” With no alcohol-related scandal left to fear, somebody brought out two cases of beer from a refrigerator in the back.

			“Do you still have that pathetic bicycle?” Allie asked Ross. “The one you tried to hide from me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good, I have mine, too. Come with me.” She slipped three of the beers into her backpack.

			“Where are we going?” asked Ross.

			Once on his Schwinn, he followed her through the starry night, over the flat streets, neither of them ever needing to change out of tenth gear. As if to make up for tonight’s bad political fortune, the wind was at their backs. They had nearly reached Thirty-first Street when Allie turned into the City of Lubbock Cemetery and instructed Ross to dismount. The two of them climbed over a shoulder-high chain-link fence. She led the way to Section 44 of the graveyard:

			
				IN LOVING MEMORY

				OF OUR OWN

				BUDDY HOLLEY

				September 7, 1936

				February 3, 1959

			

			Two beer bottles rested near the marker, which was flush with the ground. Allie shook them to see if they were truly empty, then took two cans of Lone Star from her backpack. She handed one to Ross and pointed to the gravestone. “You know the greatest thing he ever accomplished?”

			
			Ross looked at the marker. Like most Lubbockites he knew that the musician’s family had always spelled their name with an “e.” His father, once or twice, had even met the town’s favorite son.

			“No,” he said, trying to sound impatient instead of heartbroken. “What was the greatest thing he ever accomplished?”

			“He didn’t die here,” said Allie.

			Ross took a gulp from what would be the third full beer of his life, before Allie pushed him down so that he was lying, flat on his back, atop the grave marker. It was here that she gave him his first kiss, and began singing, with surprising sweetness: Just you and I…

		

	
		
		
			
			Part One

			 

			JANUARY 20–AUGUST 28, 2005

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			 

			JANUARY 20, 2005

			He felt uneasy, creeped out, when he noticed that Rehnquist, who’d looked like death swearing him in, had already disappeared from the platform. But the words continued to float up the teleprompter, and he wasn’t going to lose his momentum. He was about to banish anybody’s notion that this second administration of his would be going in for small ball:

			
				It is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world.

			

			He’d said it. Freedom and security were one and the same, and you couldn’t have too much of either.

			The applause seemed somehow to drift away instead of toward him, as if riding an easterly breeze from here at the Capitol to the Lincoln Memorial. He wondered who on the dais or out in the crowd knew that he’d been playing on Lincoln’s words when he just said “no one is fit to be a master and no one deserves to be a slave,” let alone knew that he’d read fully five biographies of The Linc (even he got a nickname) in the four years he and Laura had lived in the house halfway up the Mall and over to the right.

			He caught a glimpse of Kerry at the end of the platform, his face looking weirdly puffed out, as if it had stolen whatever flesh was disappearing from Rehnquist’s. Too far away to see it in detail, he could well enough envision the disappointed, more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger look his vanquished opponent would be exhibiting in reaction to the words just uttered—that pained expression of his, sort of a sigh that always meant to say it’s more complicated than that.

			
			He knew Dick’s pretty opponent wouldn’t be here—the protocol never required the defeated VP candidate to show up—but he’d heard that Edwards, now out of the Senate, was still in the city, over at the Georgetown mansion he’d bought with all those trial-lawyer fees that would finally start shrinking if they got tort reform through this session.

			
				America’s influence is not unlimited, but fortunately for the oppressed, America’s influence is considerable and we will use it confidently in freedom’s cause.

			

			And he would use his political capital, what he’d accumulated in November by kicking Kerry’s rear in both Ohio and Florida. He would go beyond tort reform and throw himself into Social Security and immigration.

			A light covering of snow stretched across the Mall like a tarp on the field at the Arlington Ballpark. Gazing upon it, and thinking for a second of the team he’d owned fifteen years ago, he felt his resentment toward last year’s foes fall away and be replaced by a surge of confidence, a sense that all things great and small were being given to him. He could hear that his delivery was smooth, the one word that had made him stumble in the rehearsals, “susceptible,” having been replaced by “prone.”

			
				Democratic reformers facing repression, prison, or exile can know: America sees you for who you are, the future leaders of your free country.

			

			The last shall be first. The Bible is everywhere in this speech, directly or just beneath the surface. And if the upcoming nod to the Koran seems obligatory, it also has what Kissinger—had he just seen his wheezing, shrinking hulk here?—would call “the additional advantage of being true.” He was going to re-win this war he’d already won once, because when you came down to it he had more in common with, and more insight into, the most radical Muslim who read his Koran than the unbeliever who never opened his Bible. He would wager that when everybody on this platform had bowed their heads a few minutes ago, not more than one person in ten actually started praying. The rest had just kept thinking about who they’d been able to sit a row in front of and who they’d had to sit a row behind.

			
			He could feel it again, had to fight it, the sudden shift from merriment to irritability, from runner’s high to cramp, the flight and crash he experienced a dozen times an hour; the fast, exhausting alternation he knew he had to battle and often didn’t want to. He’d fight it now, with words that had been written for him, but words that he could also utter from the heart, the same way he had prayed, for real, during the invocation.

			Head up, he speaks: America, in this young century, proclaims liberty throughout all the world and to all the inhabitants thereof!

			

			 

			

			Back inside the Capitol, Barbara Bush got rid of the large red cape and heavy coat she’d worn against the cold out on the platform. Even ten years ago she would never have allowed herself to sport something powder blue underneath them, but she was only five months from eighty now, and had come to recognize the slimming effect of advanced old age as one of the condition’s few compensations. She could finally get away with lighter colors.

			The president’s mother blew a kiss to acknowledge some applause a few tables away before sitting down next to the Bill Frists, the majority leader and his wife, as well as Condi Rice. As she shook hands with the man escorting the secretary of state–designate, Mrs. Bush gave Gene Washington—a TV-star-handsome ex-football player, nearly sixty—her smiling appraisal. He was, like most things in Condi’s life, a grade-A choice and achievement, at one with the childhood French lessons, the competitive ice-skating, the master’s-degree program begun at the age of twenty. More a credential, Mrs. Bush imagined, than a passionate swain.

			
			God, another invocation. The former First Lady stood up with everyone else and bowed her head, but as others prayed she performed, through eyes still narrowly open, an inspection of the dais. She could see George and Laura to the left of Cheney and his wife and Senator Chris Dodd, who now looked as sleek and silver as his corrupt old father, Tom, whom she remembered from the days just before his fall, almost forty years ago, during her brief time as a congressional wife. Her eyes moved surreptitiously leftwards to see, at her son’s right, Trent Lott and—well, Lott’s wife; she could never remember her name. Chris Dodd and Trent headed the congressional committee in charge of organizing this enormous bipartisan luncheon, half of whose guests cordially loathed the other half. All around Bar sat not only senators and congressmen but cabinet members and Supreme Court justices, including Souter, that elfin little Earl Warren, her husband’s biggest appointive mistake, who four years ago had gone so far as to vote with the minority in Bush v. Gore. Word was he felt uncomfortable after fifteen years in Washington, as well he should: let him go back to New Hampshire and live in that barn with his mother, so that young George got the chance to appoint two justices instead of one. Rehnquist, of whom there was no sign, surely couldn’t last much longer.

			The first course, a lobster salad, arrived on the tables as soon as the chaplain was through.

			“I remember you telling me you don’t like to travel,” Mrs. Bush said to Condi, who had just picked up exactly the right fork.

			“That’s more or less true,” the secretary-designate replied, with a smile that tried to look amused instead of cautious. “I hate being away from my own stuff.” She felt the need—Bar could hear it—to put imaginary little quotes around “stuff,” as if she might otherwise be scolded for a crude choice of word. Mrs. Bush, who had been to Condi’s apartment, could still picture the piano and the elliptical trainer and the teak-topped desk, every item seeming to seek a neat perpendicularity that the curvature of the Watergate’s walls made impossible.

			
			“How are you going to do your job?” Mrs. Bush asked. “Without liking to travel, I mean.”

			“I don’t have the job yet,” Rice reminded her, adding demureness to the smile. The president had asked her, at Camp David the weekend after his reelection, to switch from being national security advisor to secretary of state, and with a sore loser’s reflex, John Kerry had given her a prolonged, nasty grilling at the confirmation hearing. Just yesterday he’d voted against her in the Foreign Relations Committee, and despite that group’s 16–2 margin in her favor, the nomination had yet to get full Senate approval.

			Returning to Mrs. Bush’s question, the still-unconfirmed secretary remarked upon the man who by now should be her predecessor. “Colin didn’t like traveling either. But he did what he had to. If things go the way they’re supposed to, next month I’ll be in Paris—and two weeks later in Brussels—with the president. Anyone would look forward to that!”

			Bar noticed a genuine girlish gush, however momentary, beneath the test-marketed Muzak of Condi’s conversation. A part of the younger woman wanted her real personality to break through; she was merely afraid of it—as opposed to Hillary, several tables to their left, who despised her own real self and could scarcely remember what it looked like, having sent so many different versions of it out on so many different combat missions, before having to welcome it home always more shot up and disfigured than when it had left.

			Anyway, Bar liked Condi; the whole family did, and took a certain pride in having helped to invent her. “I hear you really wanted the Pentagon, not State,” she said, without lowering her voice.

			“Oh,” replied Condi, startled into loud laughter. “Don Rumsfeld wouldn’t be willing to give that up!”

			George Herbert Walker Bush, having heard the exchange, turned from the Frists toward Rice. Smiling with his small, boyish teeth, he offered her a little solace: “That guy never gives anything up.” He was recalling how the current defense secretary, as a young White House staffer, had twice blocked him from getting the vice presidency: urging Ford not to take him in ’74 and then, a year later, maneuvering him into the CIA job so that he
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