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About the Book

A fair-haired young man from Virginia sees a dark girl rowing on the lake at Versailles and he falls in love. She turns out to be the Duchess de La Rochefoucauld, known as Rosalie, married to a man twice her age who also happens to be her uncle. It is the spring of 1875 and the young American, William Short, nicknamed Wm, has crossed the Atlantic to serve as secretary to his adoptive father Thomas Jefferson at the Paris embassy. Lodging on the Champs Elysees with Jefferson’s two young daughters and their teenage slave Sally Hemings, Wm becomes the darling of the free spirits of the ancien regime, who wants to copy everything American, including revolution and the pursuit of happiness.

But this is a time when nothing runs straight, certainly not the pursuit of happiness. Together and apart, Wm and Rosalie endure the bloodiest days of the Terror when everyone loses their heads or their illusions except for one man, but that man is about to become President of the United States.

Stylish, intelligent and witty, The Condor’s Head is by turns tense and erotic, incredibly funny and unbearably sad. It includes the real-life letters of Wm and Rosalie and Jefferson, some never published before. It also incidentally reveals the truth about the Third President and Sally Hemings.
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‘Happiness is a new idea in Europe.’

Louis-Antoine de Saint-Just, The Spirit of the Revolution, 1791

‘We hold these truths to be sacred and undeniable; that all men are created equal and independent, that from that equal creation they derive rights inherent and inalienable, among which are the preservation of life, and liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.’

Thomas Jefferson, 
original draft for the Declaration of Independence


Uncle Bob’s Cabin

‘Waambek-k …’ a pause, some minute variation in the breeze coming in from the back porch, and ‘wambbik …’ then the breeze so faint I could not feel it myself but, even so, ‘aamkk’. It was a slatted half-door that didn’t reach the ground or the ceiling, once sea-green but most of the paint had peeled off and its tremulous flapping against the flimsy doorpost sounded like a protest. The catch had fallen off too and there was no way of wedging it because of it not reaching the floor. She stretched out her arm to hold it shut. I could see her long fingers curled round the edge. But that took her too far away from the showerhead, so she gave up and left the door to its own devices. ‘Waamkh’ – why was the noise fractionally different each time? Now it swung open again, six or eight inches this time, and I could see the lank tow of her wet hair slopping across her pale lemony shoulder. Then she must have bent forward to let the water run over her shoulder or to pick up the soap from the tin dish on the wall and I had a glimpse of her bottom, just the top of it and the beginnings of the curve and the shadow of the dimple, and ‘waamck …’

I turned back to the National Geographic, which was the only reading matter in the place because according to Wizz it was the only magazine his uncle considered worth a dime. The article I was reading was about the many medicines to be extracted from plants in the Amazon jungle, which the natives have known about for centuries but which Western medicine has only just discovered. There was a picture of a stringy Indian, naked except for a rather exaggerated cache-sexe, standing by a bleeding tree. Sharing the same page was a doctor in a white coat with a grim smile on his face, and ‘waaaa …’ And I saw three-quarters of her as the door swung open wide; her head was turned away but her body wasn’t and I saw the surprising swell of her thigh and beyond her thigh the tips of the sandy fuzz. ‘… Ammmgkk.’ And I tried to concentrate on the text, in which Dr Donald Ohrstrom, presumably the man in the white coat, was explaining that the medical profession was not to be blamed for its reluctance to explore the potential of forest medicine because it was like shooting at a needle in a haystack.

I couldn’t take the strain any more, so I got up and walked out on to the front porch. The paint was peeling here too. Uncle Bob had handed the place over to Wizz four or five years back, but Wizz had been finishing his master’s and had not had the time to do it up. Besides, he liked the peeling look – interior decorators spent hours with a blowtorch to achieve the same effect, he claimed. Anyway Wizz was an outdoor type, though you would never think it to look at him, he was so slight and the lick of fair hair across his bulging brow gave him an air of fragility, the sort of boy who invited bullying. In fact, Franco said, when the two of them had fetched up together at this strange boarding school out in the wilds of Idaho – he on a scholarship, Wizz’s old man paying Wizz’s fees – it was always Wizz who came in first on the big trek at the end of term, Wizz who had the fastest time for swinging across the creek on the rope strung between two thirty-foot pines. To see him stripped down swinging the axe on a stack of timber would have made Charles Atlas eat his heart out because there he was, this nine-stone weakling with no muscles to speak of, knocking the hell out of these enormous pine logs. He was no slouch either on the academic side, which was heavily geared to Homer and Plato and he had already inhaled them back East. Whereas at South Philly High the classics were closed books, except to Betsy Paglia who sat two desks away from Franco and was a prodigy even then.

Francesco O’Mara, as he was christened (at Saint Joseph’s of course), came from pretty much the toughest part of the City of Brotherly Love. His father worked in the meat market, his mother was a nurse, he being Irish obviously and she Italian. Franco dodged between his two ancestries depending on which crowd he was running with at the time. If with the wops, he was Franco Mara, full of twinkle and swagger. If with the Irish, which was the more likely because the street they lived on was Irish, he was Frank O’Mara, a stonier personality with the makings of a hard man about him. It was a mistake, Franco explained, to see his fellow Hibernians as full of blarney and bonhomie. The Philly Irish took a decidedly chilly view of the world, which had helped him to survive out at Fournier College.

That peculiar institution had been founded by Edward P. Fournier in 1925 with a view to reconstituting the moral fibre of the American race. Edward P. had made a packet in the stock market and decided that the only answer was to build his own college and raise a new cadre of leaders far from the enervating influences of the East Coast and the Ivy League. And each year since then a clutch of young men, no women, had been carefully selected, without regard to income or background (though until recently all white; there had been trouble about that), and shipped off to Idaho to learn how to become leaders of men.

It was an austere place, Franco said, like a monastery without God. The first generations of Fournier men back in the Twenties had built the bunkhouses with their bare hands, living in tents until they had carved the first cabins out of the stands of pine on the lower slopes of Cat Mountain. Just before the war the class of ’36 or maybe ’37 had learnt a little dynamiting and quarried some stone from the now bare hillside. They built a plain four-square lodge for EPF, but the old man refused to stay in it when he visited (they used the lodge as a sickbay now), preferring to bunk down with the Adjutants, as he had dubbed the permanent staff, a skeleton crew because the students mostly taught each other. They also drew up the rules themselves and looked after the discipline though there was not much call for it.

‘You see, the selection procedures were pretty damn accurate, so most of the guys were leaders already, chilly, inner-directed personalities who were always thinking one move ahead, you know, like how is this going to play with the Old Man, how will it look in my final report, oh, and will this be for the good of the school.’

‘I wasn’t like that at all,’ Wizz said. ‘I was an innocent youth who knew nothing of the world.’

‘Oh Wizz, come on. I’ve never seen any seventeen-year-old with so much natural self-confidence.’

‘You must have been so sweet,’ Polly said.

‘I’m rather sweet now, don’t you think?’

You could see what Franco meant, though. For all his willowy figure and the poignant lick of fair hair, William Short Stilwell did have an air of command about him, a hint of the seigneurial.

When we had been buying the groceries down in Leconfield, the girl at the check-out treated him with an instinctive respect although he had not been in any way condescending. But there was something else about him too, a slightly detached, almost mournful quality, as though he used to be part of the scene he was in but had somehow lost his place, perhaps for a reason he himself was unaware of. Even when he was at his most entertaining, telling his long, artful stories, this glimmer of sadness was never quite gone, so that a racy, even raucous anecdote appeared to carry some tragic ulterior meaning.

We all loved Wizz, Franco because he had lightened those stern days at Fournier, I because he was the first American I got to know properly and his laconic humour and unashamed enthusiasms came fresh to me, and Polly because, well, she could talk to him like you could talk to a girl but without any of the bitchy competitive stuff that always crept into being friends with another girl.

She had met him when she had come over for a year’s postgraduate study on trade cycles, and then he had gone to England for a year at the LSE and stayed with her parents in Camden Town. When Polly’s younger sisters Mel and Terps were home from school, they were all on top of each other in the tall stucco house and Wizz said he felt he was turning into their long-lost brother, which none of them minded a bit, although they told him that brothers had never been on the agenda, because their father, John Castle, had conceived the absurd project of fathering nine daughters who would all be called after the classical muses. He got as far as three before his American wife Anne called a halt. Still, Polyhymnia, Melpomene and Terpsichore were there as witnesses to this hopeless enterprise, like three arches of an enormous unbuilt nave. Mr Castle, known as Turret to his daughters, had one of those brains that was good for learning Latin and Greek and solving crossword puzzles but was otherwise spark-free. He toiled away in an old-fashioned merchant bank, which had been taken over by a less old-fashioned merchant bank and then submerged in a huge American bank where his services were of uncertain value. He was clinging on by his fingernails, dreading his annual appraisal. His consolation – and it was a glorious consolation – was his daughters, free spirits whose long solemn faces belied their unbridled characters. Polly in particular liked to exaggerate her solemn look while talking dirty, a trait immediately spotted by Wizz: ‘Polly, why do you always look like a particularly glum twelfth-century saint when you’re talking about fucking?’

‘Oh, do I? I just thought I was looking thoughtful.’

We had come to Uncle Bob’s Cabin, as Wizz called it, the night before. When we were unpacking, there was a violent storm. All night the trees outside were cracking and wailing, and the mosquito panels never stopped rattling (nor did the shower door). The next morning there was driving rain that lasted through the afternoon. We ventured outside for a walk through the pines, our sneakers skidding on the wet pine needles and splashing through puddles flecked with sawdust from the fresh-cut timber, but the rain drove us back in again. So we sat indoors reclining on the shabby old bunk seats by the windows, refuelling on junk food and cans of beer from the coolstore. After wearying of the National Geographic, I turned back to The Adventures of Augie March (I had just discovered the big sloppy American novelists), but now and then I found the texture a bit chewy and I would glance across to the other three: Franco was reading his way through the novels of Fanny Burney for his thesis on The Rise and Fall of Sentiment in Mid-Georgian England, sitting crosslegged holding the little blue book with its gold-embossed cover between his hairy paws, looking like a chimp especially pleased with itself because it thinks it is reading; Polly drying her hair while slowly absorbing the Vogue and Marie-Claire she had brought with her. She was a trained economist now (her special paper on Kondratieff’s Long Wave Theory had been the pick of the year), but when she was off duty she liked to veg out in a feminine style. Wizz, by contrast, could not sit still; in fact, could not sit at all and was constantly on the move fixing things, rigging up the new gas canister we had brought from Leconfield, securing the mosquito frames, nailing down a loose floorboard, dusting off the wicker chairs on the porch, shunting the garbage out into the yard (if you could call it a yard, it was really just a clearing in the scrub where Uncle Bob had once tried to grow vegetables – a few mildewed artichoke stalks were still poking through the long grass). His homely industry gave the scene an unexpected uplift, which he did not fail to notice: ‘In the American frontier home,’ he descanted in a sing-song schoolmarm voice with his wet anorak still over his head, ‘everyone had his or her allotted task. While Mom saw to the domestic chores, the boys stuck at their studies in the hope that one day they might get to go to college in faroff Omaha, Nebraska, while little Polly was growing up fast and learning how to be a woman.’

‘Can it, Wizz,’ Polly said without looking up from painting her toenails.

The rain was still sluicing down outside and a pleasant feeling of security stole over me, a feeling of being on the inside for once in my life. I felt so close to them all, although Franco I had just met for the first time and I only knew Wizz through Polly. My life had been so closed-up, solitary. Nobody’s fault but mine. If anybody needed to be taken out of himself it was me and this, I thought with something close to joy, was what was happening to me here.

Perhaps I felt so relaxed because I was tired. I had only landed the day before and it had been a weary five-hour bus ride to the depot at Leconfield where Wizz had met me in the pick-up. So my defences were down and I said in an unguarded way, not my style at all, something about what a great welcome they had given me and how at home I felt.

‘Enjoy it while it lasts,’ said Franco, stretched out on the bunk seat with his wet sneakers propped against the stove.

‘How do you mean?’

‘We’re great at saying hi to new people. In fact, saying hi is what we do best. We can become best buddies over a single beer. But it doesn’t go any deeper. You will see when you have been among us a while longer that Americans have no gift for intimacy. There is no intimacy in American literature. Just when you think you are getting really close, somehow we aren’t there any more.’

‘Well, where are we then?’ Wizz enquired, rather sharply.

‘Getting ready to say hi to the next guy.’

Even stretched out on the bunk Franco still had that prehensile look, as though he might tumble over at any minute and curl his hairy fingers round the next branch.

‘So Americans never really fall in love, not in books anyway?’

‘Oh, sure, we fall in love, with a whale or a river or with some millionaire across the bay who we don’t know at all; in fact, that’s the point because if we did know him properly we’d realise what a total prick he was. Mostly we fall in love with ourselves and that’s fine because that’s a lifelong romance. But what we don’t do is fall in love with another person, I mean love in the sense of singling her out – OK, him too – from the rest of the human race and living for her and with her so intensely that the rest of life is flat and trivial, and if it breaks up your life is shattered. There’s nothing like that in American literature.’

‘What about Love Story? Or Gone with the Wind?’

‘I said literature.’

‘But books don’t necessarily have anything much to do with life. Even if your theory was true, it could be something to do with the way we write, not the way we live,’ said Wizz, sounding distinctly nettled. ‘After all, we’re obsessed about relationships, half the self-help books you see in the stores are about how to improve the quality of our relationships.’

‘The stores are also full of books telling you how to improve your cooking. That doesn’t mean that we love to cook – in fact, it means the opposite, we prefer to go out and take away. We’d like to learn the language of intimacy, but we can’t even pronounce the menu.’

‘So where did we go wrong?’

‘Did I say anything about going wrong? Going ahead would be nearer the mark. We’ve merely jumped the romantic stage, moving in one tidy leap from Puritanism to pure egotism without stopping at the love station. In any case the romantic project was always doomed to be self-cancelling. If you put the holiness of the heart’s affections in the number one spot, then the holiness of the heart’s disaffections has to be number two and pretty soon divorce gets to be as big a deal as marriage. You rightly observe, my dear Wizz, that these relationship therapy books are on the self-help shelf. If there’s a bookshop with a self-sacrifice section, I haven’t found it yet.’

‘Is that why you’re reading all those crappy eighteenth-century novelettes?’

‘Yeah, because I want to pinpoint the moment at which decomposing Christianity transmutes into this new secular religion. Just precisely when did people switch over from the idea of giving yourself totally to Jesus to the idea of giving yourself totally to another human being? C. S. Lewis had it down to the troubadours. But courtly love looks to me more like a literary convention than a life-changing thing. It’s only when Christianity segues into its final Protestant phase that the idea of love breaks free and takes over. Without the Christian ideology of self-giving the whole shebang is inconceivable. Outside Christendom, there’s nothing like it, nothing at all. In any other culture a person who gives up everything for love is regarded as a moral idiot, on a par with a junkie or an alcoholic.’

‘And what do you think?’ Polly sounded nettled too.

‘What do I think about what?’

‘Is a person who gives up everything for love like an alcoholic?’

‘Oh I don’t have opinions. I’m your friendly neighbourhood analyst, I just ask questions and listen to the answers and murmur as I take my fees, there is no cure for this disease.’

‘Come off it, Franco. If this passion thing was just a phase we’ve skipped or we’re growing out of, is that good or bad or don’t you care? Have we lost something precious or are we well rid of it?’

‘You really wanna know?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well …’ Franco was face down on the bunk now, stretching out his paw for his beer can and squeezing it flat when he found it was empty. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s hard for us to judge at this distance in time. It must have been a bad moment when people realised that their love was no more immortal than they were. But they still had the consolations of the flesh, screwing and kids and so forth, so it wasn’t so bad as when they discovered there was no God. For that there was no consolation.’

‘How can you be so sure people don’t feel as passionately any more?’ Wizz sounded personally aggrieved.

‘Oh, people, I don’t know about people. I’m only a literary scholar, for Christsake, not a goddam sociologist. For all I know, people may still be killing themselves or each other for love. All I can say is that nobody much is writing about it, nobody worth reading anyway. Joyce couldn’t even mention the word, he was so freaked out by it.’

He yawned and sat up, stretching his arms above his head in his relaxed simian style. As I got up to fetch a couple more cans from the coolstore, I became aware how tight the atmosphere was. Both Wizz and Polly were looking away from Franco in strained postures, as though they had to force themselves not to look at him. How sharp their questions had been, how seriously they had taken him, considering there we were, half-pissed with our wet clothes steaming on the rickety drying rack, with the gamy aroma of Wizz’s stew simmering in our nostrils. They were like believers in the old faith, undeclared ones perhaps, who were finding it hard to keep mum when they heard it abused as obsolete.

As Franco stretched out a hand to take the beer, I caught the look that Wizz gave him. Then, as I was turning back to the creaky wicker chair I was sitting on, I saw Polly looking at him too. There was no mistaking those two looks, partly because the looks were so alike. The gaze was intense and yet at the same time distraught, like the look of someone witnessing a terrible accident or, no, being part of the accident and so shocked that the eye cannot focus, glassy and wild at the same time. That is a confused description but then it is a confusing thing to catch, the look of someone ravening for love.

I had not realised till that moment that either of them was in love with Franco. They never stopped teasing him and making monkey jokes, and I had taken all of that at face value. Presumably each of them knew about the other, or perhaps they didn’t. Perhaps they were each as blind as I had been, having eyes only for that sprawling figure on the bunk seat whose hirsute fingers were now happily clasped round the next can of Budweiser.

Wizz’s stew came and went. I cannot remember much about it, dark and chewy I think. I was so unsettled by the violent currents of feeling that had now broken into our idle talk (assuming that it had been idle and Franco had not been deliberately teasing either or both of them). We could not find a topic that suited us and so jogged about restlessly from one to the next: memories of people they had in common from their various colleges, why Johnson had decided not to run again, how long it would be before there was a black president, whether you could actually teach literature or even if you could whether you should. Then Wizz told us something about the people who lived in this part of the state who were not really German but Dutch or some other nationality that I have now forgotten.

But what I do have a sharp memory of is Wizz getting up to poke the stove and sneaking another look at Franco as he passed, this time not so wild, more the look of a collector who cannot stop looking at the piece he has just acquired, scarcely able to believe his luck. And Polly stretched out opposite with her long arms drooping over the edge of the bunk and a soupy smile on her solemn face as she looked at Franco too. And I wondered whether I was not a little bit in love with her, or perhaps I did not want to be left out of this roundelay.

It was a relief when we agreed to turn in.

‘Being wet is so tiring.’

‘So is being smashed.’

‘Being wet and smashed is the worst.’

I was already in my only dry T-shirt and my boxer shorts, so all I had to do was grab an old blanket from the box under the bunk seat and throw it over me, grunting goodnight to Franco who was doing the same in the opposite bunk. Wizz turned down the wick on the oil lamp and wished us goodnight, then shepherded Polly along to the two tiny bedrooms either side of the passage out to the yard. They were both in white T-shirts and he had his torn old beige shorts on and she was just in her white knickers because her jeans were still damp. They looked like a couple of castaways.

We lay quiet in the glimmer of the lamp, listening to them brushing their teeth in the shower room. I expected Franco to start off on some midnight homily but he did not utter. In fact, he lay so still I thought he must have gone to sleep the moment his head touched the pillow.

Perhaps I had dozed off myself but it seemed like only half an hour later (I did not check my watch) when I saw Franco get up from his bunk and walk slowly across the room. I imagined that he was going out the front to piss in the wet bracken – no, imagined is not the right word, that is what I hoped.

But he went the other way, down the passage. Halfway along he stopped, or at least the creak of his footsteps stopped, and there was a tingling silence. Was he pausing before taking the plunge? Or could he not remember which was Wizz’s door and which was Polly’s? There had been some business about Wizz giving up the slightly better of the two hutches to her, but Franco might not have known which was supposed to be the better one (I had put my head round both doors and could not see much difference). Or – and this was a more unsettling thought still – perhaps he did know which of them was sleeping where, but could not make up his mind which door to try. How was I to presume which way his fancy went?

I have never forgotten that silence although it happened so long ago. Each second of it seemed dragged out, separate from the moment before and the moment after. I could just hear the flickery throb of the stove. The silence was so heavy I felt I could touch it.

Then a door opened, a flimsy creaky noise, and closed again with a little thwap and I heard the voice of an English girl. Not that I could hear her actual words, she was keeping her voice down, just the slightly higher pitch of the vowels. Then murmurings, so low that it was soon hard to tell which of them was talking. Then silence again, nothing but the throb of the stove. And a few minutes later, rhythmic, tentative at first then gathering pace, those other noises.

I woke late, at least it seemed late. Stale beer, headache, stale fumes from Franco’s French cigarettes, Franco’s bunk still empty, grey light straggling under the stubby flounces of the curtains. In the little galley – too cramped to call it a kitchen – I heard a kettle steaming and there was Wizz fully dressed, grimly placing bacon strips on a filthy griddle.

He brushed aside my sleepy good morning. ‘Today’, he said, ‘you and I are going down to the city. You said you were longing to see it.’

‘Did I?’

‘If you didn’t you should have. It’s the greatest city in America.’

‘Won’t the others –’

‘We must leave the lovebirds to it.’

We ate our blackened bacon and scalded coffee without either of us saying a word. Wizz looked pinched, as if he had lost weight overnight. I imagined this was how he would look when he was sixty, though there was not a line on his face.

‘Could you give me a hand with the gas? Let’s try not to wake them.’

We lugged the spent cylinder into the back of the pick-up. We must have looked like a couple of murderers humping the body.

‘I’ve left a note,’ he said, jumping into the driver’s seat, leaving me no time to fetch my anorak. He drove down the twists and turns of the mountain road with the intent ferocity of a rally driver. His pace did not slacken as we came out of the woods, and we drove through scattered villages and orchards heavy with fruit until we came to the general store in Leconfield where we dumped the empty cylinder and picked up a couple of pieces of junk mail directed to Uncle Bob (who had died three years earlier).

I hoped his mood might lighten after we hit the freeway and he did begin to talk a little, in a clipped sort of way.

‘I have to visit our lawyers, Chisholm and Daly, known in the family as Chisel and Dally.’

‘How impressive.’

‘We’re trying to break up Uncle Bob’s trust. My cousin Marve’s getting married and he wants out.’

The explanation seemed to depress him, whether because of the impending bother or because he did not care for Cousin Marve was hard to tell.

After a couple of hours’ steady driving, mostly through a light drizzle, we reached the outer suburbs of the city. The first lights were red and Wizz turned to me with an anguished twist to his mild features. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I don’t mind about them fucking, they can fuck themselves stupid for all I care, but he shouldn’t play around with other people’s feelings just because he doesn’t have any himself.’

‘Oh, are you—’

‘Because it’s all crap what he was saying last night. Love is the most important thing in life.’

‘Even in America?’ I said, trying to lighten the tone.

‘Sure it is. Hell, we take everything else seriously, why wouldn’t we take this seriously? We’re the last romantics in fact, always were, always will be.’

‘So nothing’s changed?’

‘You don’t believe me? Listen, I’ll show you something.’

He drove on down the long avenue, putting his foot on the accelerator as though he had just received an urgent summons. Soon the suburban lawns and the wide sidewalks gave way to streets with older four- or five-storey houses with iron fire escapes zigzagging down their fronts. Then in another ten minutes we were driving though a city park with broad lawns and fine old trees and public buildings in red brick with classical façades and Doric pillars. The rain was bucketing down now.

‘There,’ he said, pulling up at the next intersection and pointing dramatically to one of these classical buildings on a quiet side street. ‘You go in there and ask the librarian to tell you the story of William Short.’

‘Who’s presumably some sort of ancestor?’

‘I always said you were smart. Ask him to show you the letters, oh and the bust too. He’s a friend of mine and he loves to do the spiel. And then you come back and tell me that Americans are incapable of romance.’

He was still boiling with rage, and to cool him down I didn’t ask any questions but said, all right, I’d give it a whirl. So I got out of the pick-up and padded across the sopping grass towards the imposing portico. I wondered whether it had only just occurred to him to put me through this experience, whatever it was, or whether he had it in mind even before we left Uncle Bob’s cabin. Either way, it would kill an hour and keep me out of the rain. I did not imagine that the story would occupy my mind, off and on, for the next thirty years.

A flustered lady in spectacles opened the door to me. She had a startled air as though this was a door she had never opened before.

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘you’re wet. You’d better come in.’

Wizz helped me, of course. In fact, he kept nagging at me to carry on. He liked to call himself my commissioning editor, and he doubled as my research assistant. On his time off from Stilwell Short, the family boutique brokers he had gracefully subsided into, he would go to the Historical Museum or the Phil Soc and copy out stuff for me in his tidy hand with the epsilons for ‘e’s. Sometimes on afternoons in the spring he coxed a four on the Schuykill river and I liked to think of that slight figure sitting there in the library in his cox’s cap and muffler, though he told me he changed out of his city clothes down at the boathouse. But he never offered any comment on the material he sent me or asked to see any of the work in progress and the only time I asked him what he thought about some episode or other he declined, saying, ‘You’re the romancer, I’m just the editor.’ I think he wanted an impartial witness, but witness to what exactly? Was I supposed to prove Franco wrong about the history of love? Or did he want an outsider to tell a story that would make his fellow Americans, possibly the rest of us too, feel differently about something, about themselves perhaps? That would certainly be an ambitious enterprise, to put it mildly, but beneath his modest exterior Wizz concealed his fair share of ambition.


I

The Landing

‘SIMMON, SIMMON, WHERE is that boy, never there when you want him, I know he does it apurpose,’ Madame Suard called in her quick high English, which still had a French buzz to it, though she had been keeping her boarding house in Philadelphia for ten years and more. To call it a boarding house is to do her establishment some injustice. What Madame Suard kept was a French boarding house, serving the best wines from Bordeaux and offering her guests cooking of a refinement found only in two or three houses on Society Hill, Dr Physick’s for example and Mayor Powel’s. It was a fine old mansion of the type they were already calling colonial, on the best part of Walnut Street, the low seventies, with blue panelled shutters, gabled roof, shed dormers and a perron so polished it might have been marble. Perhaps it was; Madame Suard insisted on the finest materials in all departments, napkins of Breton lace, chests and tallboys of New England cherrywood in all the twenty-dollar bedrooms and the table silver of such a quality that those of her guests who fancied themselves in such matters were constantly arguing whether the epergne was by Storr or de Lamerie, which gave her the chance to tell them it was in fact fine Boston work and she had bought it round the corner at Mr Twite’s on Locust Street and for half the price they had hazarded, for she was enough of a Frenchwoman still to boast of belles économies, even at her exalted level.

‘Simmon, enfin,’ she said, as the long skinny youth finally surfaced from the kitchen quarters where he claimed he had been polishing that very piece of silver, pointing by way of proof to the green apron he wore like an English butler. The double ‘m’ in his name is not, as you might think, a misprint. He insisted on it and bridled when anyone tried to write him down as Simon, explaining that it was short for Persimmon, which he had been christened, though the pastor did not care for it, because as a baby his father claimed his bulbous orange head was indistinguishable from the fruit of that tree. Mrs Suard had been fetched by this story when she first heard it and for several weeks called him Monsieur Persimmon, until Simmon asked her not to because the other boys were laughing at him.

‘Simmon, there’s a crate from France for Mr Short just come in on the tide.’

‘Must be a powerful wet crate if it floated all that way.’

‘Don’t be sassy, Simmon.’

He liked the way she pronounced sassy, as if it were the most delightful thing in the world to be. In fact, he liked Mrs Suard a whole lot. She spoke to the boys the same way she spoke to her boarders, as though they were all a little backward and needed to be geed up if any sense was to be got out of them.

‘It was shipped over on an American boat, the Marquis’ – she pronounced it in the French way, mark-ee, and that was neat too, he thought, though why an American boat should be called after a French aristocrat he could not imagine.

‘It is named for the great Marquis de Lafayette,’ she said, not for the first time reading his thoughts. ‘He is a hero for the Americans too, because he fought for both our nations.’

‘Uh – uh.’ Simmon hauled in this information with some negligence.

‘So here’s five dollars for the carriage and you’d best take the wagon. The boy from the Landing says the crate is not so big but it is very heavy.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Simmon with a little more empressement. He fancied he cut a fine figure standing up in the little cart flicking his whip across the mule’s hindquarters, but only when out of sight of 70 Walnut Street, for Mrs Suard did not care to see the mule tickled up.

Simmon sniffed the spring air as he went through the yard down to the little stable at the back. He pretended to flick the whip at the red tulips and gillyflowers in the beds along the brick path but never touched a petal because Mrs Suard might be watching from the window of her small study where she did her accounts and wrote out the menus in that curly hand of hers, which Mr Short always said made him feel he was back in the Palais-Royal.

Harnessing up old Beetle took less than five minutes the way Simmon reckoned it. He claimed he could be at the Landing within half an hour of receiving an errand and no sweating. Straight down Walnut Street, past Independence Hall, or the State House as older Philly people still called it, and you had a clear run. Mrs Suard always sent Simmon because he could write a fair hand, and the other yard boy, George, could barely scratch his mark and someone had to sign off the bill.

Simmon had always been the brightest of the brood. That, after all, was why he was a free man holding down a position of trust in the big city, while his brothers and sisters were still back in Georgia. How had he gotten all the way up here? That was something of a mystery and even Mrs Suard, who was dandy at asking questions, had not got to the bottom of it. The most that Simmon had vouchsafed was that there was a minister in the next parish, the one who had been willing to christen him by this heathen name and who was notorious for his advanced views (Simmon had put it differently but nigger-loving was not a word that Mrs Suard cared to use to Mr Short, even in oratio obliqua) and would sometimes take on a bright houseboy and teach him the rudiments, which the older planters didn’t hold with at all because once they could read and write, where would we all be and we should hearken to Parson Malthus over in England who said that literacy among the lower orders was the gateway to perdition. Anyway, that would explain how Simmon could read and write but not how he had managed to travel all those miles crossing five state lines without being caught, not to mention the Savannah, the James, the Potomac and goodness knows how many other rivers. There was a suggestion that the minister’s services might not have been confined to the instilling of literacy, but Simmon clammed up on the subject. Perhaps he was not quite sure of the details himself or perhaps he preferred to forget.

‘Simmon, Simmon, wait, boy.’ He was turning out of the side lane into Walnut Street when a middle-aged man burst out of Mrs Suard’s front door, gasping for breath.

‘Why, g’morning, Mr Short, how are you today?’

‘I must come with you.’

‘Lordy, Mr Short, I don’t need no help. They know me down at the Landing. My name’s good for most anything there.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ said the middle-aged gentleman hopping up on the wagon with some nimbleness and settling himself beside Simmon. ‘But I wish to make sure of the package and convey my thanks to Captain Hillard in person.’

‘Ain’t right for you to be sitting up in this old cart. I’d have had George sweep it out if I’d known you was coming with me. Or we could have harnessed up the carriage.’

‘Oh, I’ve travelled in worse tumbrils than this, Persimmon, my boy.’

The middle-aged gent was sandy-haired and slight of build, though beginning to run to fat a fraction (it would have been an insult to Mrs Suard’s cooking not to). He was wearing a high-collared velveteen coat that matched pretty close his mop of hair. There was an uncomfortable alert sort of look in his eye, as though he had an idea of what you were up to and didn’t much like the sound of it, and when his face relaxed his mouth had a sad turndown, though he was always cheerfulness itself to Simmon. He had come out in some haste and he was still tying his snowy stock as he sat down on the old plank seat.

‘Walk on, Beetle. Tell him to walk on, we can’t wait all day. I have business with the Chesapeake Canal people at noon. I shall probably be late, well, no matter,’ he said all in much the same breath, digging out his gold watch from the fob pocket of his blue waistcoat and glaring at it as at some acquaintance who was in the habit of giving him trouble.

‘Must be a mighty important package to keep the Chesapeake Canal waiting.’

‘It is, Simmon, you’re right.’

Persimmon Williams cocked his head in Mr Short’s direction in the expectation of further particulars. But Mr Short just smiled and said nothing.

After a pause: ‘Worth a few dollars I dare say, massa.’

‘Worth a lot to me. And don’t call me massa if you please. We’re not in Georgia now.’

‘Yes, suh,’ Simmon replied smartly.

‘And easy with that whip, boy. This isn’t a chariot race.’

‘Yes, suh.’

The dogwood was not quite out yet. Even so the pink and white blossom was clustered so thick on the branches that you could scarcely make out the library and the Philosophical Hall behind – all in that dignified red brick that made Philadelphia the finest city any place in Simmon’s humble opinion, and he had heard Mr Short express the same opinion too.

‘That dogwood smells mighty fine,’ Simmon remarked a few blocks further on.

‘Not dogwood, Simmon, azalea – canadense if I’m not mistaken. Mr Jefferson had those plants sent up from Monticello when they weren’t above eighteen inches tall.’

They were passing the site of the Pennsylvania Savings Bank, which was building at the corner of 3rd Street in a cloud of white dust. The workmen were sawing great chunks of stone for the pillars, in the Greek style of course, everything had to be Greek in the new Athens. Most of the masons had tied cloth kerchiefs round their heads to keep the dust off their hair. They gave a raucous cheer as the cart went by and one of them shouted something Simmon could not quite catch. Well, it was an oddity to see a middle-aged gentleman in a velveteen coat sitting in a common grocery cart with a Negro boy who looked as if he had been pulled through a briar patch backwards. But Mr Short did not pay much heed to what other folks thought, that was what Simmon liked about him.

Beetle trotted over the little rise and all at once they could see the Delaware river spread out before them and the low hills of New Jersey beyond, and on the shining expanse of water a great mass of ships that jostled around the quays like flies around a rotten squash.

‘Mark-ee’s berthed on the south quay, Mrs Suard say, captain name of Hillhead’.

‘Hillard,’ Mr Short corrected, ‘and the ticket’s marked S.H.I.’

‘Yes, suh.’

But Captain Hillard was not on board for them to pay their respects to. In fact, the entire company seemed to have abandoned ship in favour of the quayside taverns. Only a couple of coloured hands were to be seen gloomily swabbing the decks. These two remnants agreed with some reluctance to conduct them down the companionway, which smelled horrible of cheese and leather and vinegar and another nastier odour, and it was a relief when they found S.H.I. almost immediately.

It was a big square crate, some four and a half feet high, wrapped in travel-stained burlap and secured with greasy cords to the central pillar to stop it sliding. And heavy too.

God, how heavy it was. It took all four of them to push it across the hold to a position below the open hatch from which they could winch it up on deck.

‘Reckon it weighs a ton at least,’ one of the hands said, wheezing and purple in the face from the effort.

Even with the winch the crate came up painfully slowly and they had the devil of a job to lift it over the ship’s side and let it down into the waiting cart, which gave an alarming creak as it took the full weight.

‘Don’t you dare drive back the way you came, Simmon, or you’ll shake this old cart to pieces.’

‘Sure thing, suh, I’ll take her back as slow as if we were taking a poor body to the graveyard.’

He was as good as his word and they proceeded back up Walnut Street at a pace that would have made a funeral procession look frisky. Even so the cart continued to give out ghastly creaks and to judder from side to side, and they had to stop to tie the ropes tighter to the pegs to prevent it from sliding about. Beetle could barely manage the last upward incline, gentle though it was, and to lessen the weight Mr Short got out and walked alongside the cart until they reached the Savings Bank again. His walking alongside enhanced the funereal impression, and a couple of the ghostly masons bowed their heads and folded their hands on the handles of their bandsaws in mock reverence, chuckling mightily the while.

At the top of the rise Mr Short remounted, but they maintained this sedate pace until they reached the corner of the lane by No. 70, where Beetle, delighted to be close to home after this gruelling excursion, pricked his mangy old ears and on the slight downward slope picked up speed to something approaching a trot, and the crate strained horribly at the ropes and Mr Short threatened to be obliterated by it, the cords rubbing fiercely against his blue vest and the corner of the burlap inflicting severe damage on his left toe.

‘We had better unpack it out here in the yard,’ Mr Short said after he had regained his composure. ‘I understand there are several items inside and if we break them up into separate loads we can carry them up without killing ourselves.’

Simmon summoned little George to give assistance or rather to give orders to. And with the aid of little George’s pocket knife they soon had the cords cut and the burlap stitches unpicked, and the shroud fell away to reveal the sturdy firwood bars of the crate and the straw densely packed inside.

‘Is it an animal?’ George enquired.

‘Is you an idiot?’ Simmon riposted. ‘How would an animal breathe inside that canvas and anyways you ever heard of an animal that didn’t have no smell?’

George took this reproof in silence and began hammering at the bars with a vehemence that provoked Mr Short to tell him to go gently.

It was not long all the same before George had freed up one side of the crate and they began pulling out the straw in handfuls. Mr Short had taken off his coat and laid it on the bench at the end of the yard by the door to the stable. There was a light glistening of sweat on his forehead as he smoothed away the wisps of straw and pulled out a parcel wrapped in rough cloth.

‘Books,’ snorted George as Mr Short unwrapped half a dozen finely bound volumes.

‘Just cos you can’t read, there’s no cause to be so high-toned,’ said Simmon.

Mr Short took out a little grey cloth notebook and began to check the volumes against a list he appeared to have handy for the occasion. ‘Three volumes by Monsieur de Chateaubriand, four volumes of Humboldt’s essays, ah, and these must be the letters of poor blind Madame du Deffand. What a woman, she was before my time, of course, but they say an hour in her company surpassed any other pleasure in Paris.’

He was caught on the edge of a reverie, squatting by the gillyflowers, holding the books up to the sunlight, seeming almost unconscious of his helpers. George, making up for his earlier disdain, carefully took the books from Mr Short and began dusting them with his sleeve before laying them down on the cloth they had been wrapped in, although they did not really need much attention, being in remarkably good condition after their long sea voyage.

Simmon had meanwhile been pulling out the rest of the straw and the remaining contents of the crate were exposed to view.

‘Lordy,’ exclaimed George, ‘he’s an ugly great crittur, aint he?’

The three of them peered at the marble bust, gleaming white amid the cracked and dusty straw. It was a little larger than life and its beaky face gazed back at them from the broken bars of the crate with something of the disdain of a wild animal kept in a menagerie for public amusement. The gaze was ironic, sidelong, uncannily lifelike, but above all it was scornful. One of the onlookers might have just made a remark that the bust thought utterly contemptible. The bust had a wig on it streaked with highly incised and subtly planed locks that looked as if they had been dressed and powdered five minutes earlier. A series of drill holes defined the shadowy recesses of the wig’s roll over the ears and down the neck. As they gently levered him out of the broken crate, they could see a long queue tied with a broad and heavy bow such as in Philadelphia only a lady would wear. This luxuriant mane flowed down the back all the way to where the carving stopped. In front, the negligent lapels of his coat opened to reveal a crumpled waistcoat and a froth of fine cravat. But it was the expression that stayed with you. How cold it was, more frigid than the marble it was carved in, with that half-smile on the lips that was more contemptuous than any scowl.

‘Who is he?’ George asked, awestruck.

‘Got his name here on his arm, any fool can see that,’ Simmon said with some scorn. ‘Mr Hoodun Fakit, that’s his moniker.’

‘No, no, Simmon, that’s the signature of the man who carved it, Monsieur Houdon.’

‘Why’s it say he faked it then?’

‘Fecit is Latin for made it,’ Mr Short said, stepping to one side to admire the bust from a different angle, so taken up with the contemplation of it that he seemed unaware his fine black boots were trampling the flowerbed.

‘Come on, boys,’ he said when he had done, ‘let’s take it inside and put it in the parlour.’

Simmon, who was quick to notice such things, noticed that Mr Short’s voice had gone thick somehow as if he had a frog down his throat. And it was as much out of kindness as curiosity that he persisted in asking so who was the marble gentleman if he weren’t Mr Fakit.

‘Oh,’ said Mr Short, still sounding thick in the throat though a little recovered, ‘it’s the Condor.’

‘The Condor?’ Why did none of these people have plain ordinary names like Persimmon Williams?

‘D’Alembert called him that, le Condor. It’s a species of vulture. You find them in California, and the Andes too. Look, see how hunched he is, how his neck goes back into his shoulders, and look at his great beak.’

But Mr Hoodun Fakit had done his faking so admirably that the two boys could see nothing but a marble gentleman with a sniffy sort of smile on his face.

‘So it’s a nickname then, not his real one?’ Simmon persisted.

‘Of course. Permit me to introduce you to the Marquis de Condorcet, the finest mathematician of his age and the most daring philosopher, perpetual secretary to the Academy of Sciences, a loyal friend to Mr Jefferson and to your humble servant.’ Mr Short made a humorous little bow. He had recovered his voice now but Simmon saw that there were tears on his weathered cheek.

‘So he sent you this statue all the way from France as a keepsake?’

‘No, he’s long dead, Simmon, more than twenty years back. He killed himself, took poison.’

‘What did he do that for?’

‘Well, they had arrested him and he was in jail and he knew he would be sent to the guillotine.’

‘There weren’t much point to it then, poisoning himself if he were going to have his head chopped off anyway.’

‘I suppose he didn’t want to give them the satisfaction, preferred to do it by his own hand.’

‘My,’ said Simmon. George said nothing but stood there squinting at the bust, then rubbed his eyes because the bust was so dazzling white in the sunlight that it hurt him to look at it too long.

‘I’m very glad to have it,’ Mr Short said ruminatively, ‘but I had forgotten how large it was. I really don’t believe it will fit into my modest quarters here. I had best give it to Philosophical Hall, that would surely be the most fitting place for it in any case. He was such a friend to our country, he was one of “les Américains” as they called them, but oh dear.’ He began to look sorrowful again, but this time he shook himself and said quite tartly, ‘Now then, look sharp. I want to have it sitting in the parlour by the time Mrs Suard comes back from Locust Street. I mean to give her a little surprise.’

Gingerly they hefted the great marble along the brick path and up the back steps, and through the pleasant gloom of the hallway. The shutters were still drawn to in the French fashion to keep the rooms cool, as Madame Suard insisted, and the parlour was especially murky. Mr Short smoothed a square of burlap on the round table so as not to spoil the veneer and very carefully the boys lowered the bust on to it. The three of them stood back for one last look.

In the murk the bland noble aspect of the bust had disappeared. Instead, the head looked hunched, menacing, poised to strike. The flappy lapels of the coat suggested furled wings, which might be going to unfurl the next minute.

‘Yeah, I reckon that’s a vulture all right,’ said Simmon.

‘Thank you, boys, thank you,’ said Mr Short, already turning back into the hallway as he fumbled for a coin to give them. ‘I must make haste or I shall be late for the canal business.’

The boys went their separate ways, Persimmon down below to finish up the silver and George off into the garden to begin a little desultory hoeing of the flowerbeds. Most of the other gentlemen boarders being at their bureaux, 70 Walnut Street returned to its usual slumbrous calm.

It must have been nearly an hour later that Mrs Suard came back from her business at the drapers – replacing all the table napkins and a quantity of the bedlinen too, a matter involving considerable expense and therefore prolonged negotiation with Mr Macmanus, the tightfisted manager of the store. She was tired and a little out of breath as she came through the parlour on the way to the study, unpinning her hat as she went, as she was in the habit of doing.

At first Simmon thought the cry came from the street. Was it the tail end of some hawker’s yell, the earlier part of it obscured by the rumble of the cart? Yet it seemed to come from directly above his head, just where he had heard Mrs Suard’s heavy footsteps only a few seconds before he heard the cry. Anyway, he was sure it was a woman’s scream.

He found her in the parlour, lying half on the floor but with her head lolling against the upright settle, which she had pushed sideways in her fall. Her hat lay crushed beneath her black skirt. She was just about conscious now and she was mumbling words he couldn’t get the hang of, but it was clear enough she had fainted, clean away was his guess. Well, women did faint, he knew that, and she was an old lady and it was a warm day especially when you hadn’t gotten used to the heat, it being the first days of spring, but he blamed the marble gentleman because there was something about the marble gentleman that was damnably spookish. It was the marble gentleman who had made the tears run down Mr Short’s cheeks, and now he had given Mrs Suard a seizure. It was Simmon’s view that the quicker he harnessed up Beetle again and took the marble gentleman down to Philosophical Hall, the sooner this house would be a place fit for decent folks to live in again.


II

French Lessons

FROM HIS BEDROOM he could just see a corner of the courtyard. His little attic salon gave on to grey slate roofs that had a flat shimmer after the rain (it had rained every day for a week), but the bedroom faced south and caught the sun when there was any to catch. Yet it was not just for the sun that he liked to lie on his iron bedstead and look out of the window with his copy of Cornichon’s Grammaire de la langue française idle on his lap. What amused him were the glimpses he caught of Lilite as she came and went through the big green door into the street. How sweet and regular her habits were. Mass at eight o’clock on Sunday mornings and on saints’ days of which there seemed to be a remarkable number. Such a lot of saints, he teased her, we don’t have half so many in America, it must be because we are so ungodly. Oh, but you will soon discover them, she riposted, America is the land for discoverers, n’est-ce pas? Then she would explain who they all were – St Hubert the patron saint of hunters, St Jude the patron of lost causes. Oh, I’ll take him, William said, that’s what my French is, a hopeless lost cause. Oh, but Monsieur Short, she giggled, you are making such progress. William, please call me William, he said, there must be no ceremony between us, we Virginians cannot abide ceremony. Well then, she said, you may call me Lilite. I have three Christian names, Anne-Hippolite-Louise. I love the middle one best because it is the most singulier but it is too long to be employed en famille, so Maman always calls me Lilite or Lite when she is pressé.

Then there was the music lesson at ten. She went to the ancient Monsieur Renard, whose father had taught the exiled royal family of England and had seen the Old Pretender proclaimed King James the Third at the palace gates. Monsieur Renard was too grand to touch their own inferior harpsichord, insisting that Lilite should come to the apartment he rented in the basse-cour of the chateau.

Then in the afternoon she would take a walk with her friend Cloclo along the two promenades which were the glory of St Germain, the grande and the petite, both with such breathtaking views of the city, then back to the rue de Lorraine through the Jardin Anglais, hurrying a little, her cheeks pink, as she slammed the door behind her so as not to be late for dinner, her mother being impatient to begin, food being one of the few pleasures remaining to her in her frail state of health.

At first Lilite would not let him walk with them at all, let alone replace Cloclo when Cloclo was detained elsewhere. Maman would not approve. But Monsieur Short had a way with mamans, always had had even when he was seventeen or eighteen. There was something about his slender figure and the way his soft sandy hair flopped over his brow and his round questioning eyes that made mothers take pity on him. Or perhaps it was those tremulous downturning lips that did the trick. Handsome he was not and had never thought he was, but he was conscious of a certain melting power where the sex was concerned. Above all, he knew how to make them laugh. He could make men laugh too but in a rowdier style. Back in Virginia he had been a stalwart of the first Phi Beta Kappa and a founder member of the Flat Hat Society where they knew how to enjoy themselves as well as debate the eternal verities in the highest tone you could wish for.

Anyway, it did not take more than a couple of weeks before William had his licence to walk out with Lilite and Cloclo. Then Cloclo came down with la grippe, but Madame Royer granted an extension of the licence. She thought he was looking pale as a consequence of all his studying and in her book health trumped propriety.

So out they went together just the two of them in the damp February air, which really could not be expected to do much for anyone’s pallor. And he strolled beside her on the high terrace under the bare twigs of the pleached limes. Usually they would stop to take an ice on the terrace or a plate of croquignoles, the fancy biscuits the café arranged delightfully in the shape of a fan, or even the pâté de guimauve, a sort of marshmallow he abominated but which Lilite loved best of all. William noted down the cost of all these items in livres and sous in his little grey cloth account book, just as Mr Jefferson had advised him to do.

‘There, monsieur, I mean William, you see Notre Dame, the two towers, and the dome that is the Invalides where the old soldiers go.’

‘I like the way you say it, Wee-yam, as though I were a small sweet potato.’

He touched her arm as he tried to explain the joke, which was not easy because pomme de terre douce was not the equivalent of sweet potato. But how huge the city was. Boston and Philadelphia were small towns by comparison. And how it was growing. Even at this distance you could see the dust and the smoke and the scaffolding of the great new hotels and offices that were spreading out along the boulevards. The Comte d’Artois had on his own account registered building plans covering three or four acres north of the Champs-Elysées, a couple of blocks down from the villino that Mr Jefferson had fixed on for his ministry.

‘It is called the Hôtel de Langeac,’ William’s master had written, ‘though I fear the poor Marquise de L. had but little joy
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