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  Foreword


  “Try to remember. When did you have it last?” we say to that exasperating friend who opens her pocketbook and finds something missing, something ordinary and indispensable, glasses, a coin purse, a driver’s license. If we are patient, we go over her day with her—“I know I had it on the bus because . . . I’m sure I saw it when I paid my lunch check . . .” If we are energetic, we accompany her while she retraces her steps, back to the stocking counter, the phone booth, the doctor’s office: we watch her day unroll before us, like a movie film that is run off backwards, where the diver floats up from the water and lands on the springboard.


  “When did you have it last?” the author adjures the distracted heroine, who is fumbling in her spiritual pocketbook for a missing object, for the ordinary, indispensable self that has somehow got mislaid. It is a case of lost identity. The author and the reader together accompany the heroine back over her life’s itinerary, pausing occasionally to ask: “Was it here? Did you still have it at this point?” and suspecting, in spite of her protests, that perhaps she never took it with her at all when she started off in the morning.


  It is not only scenes and persons but points of view that are revisited—the intimate “she,” the affectionate, diminutive “you,” the thin, abstract, autobiographical “I.” If the reader is moved to ask: “Can all this be the same person?” why, that is the question that both the heroine and the author are up against. For the search is not conclusive: there is no deciding which of these personalities is the “real” one; the home address of the self, like that of the soul, is not to be found in the book.


  MARY MCCARTHY


  ONE


  Cruel and Barbarous Treatment


  


  SHE could not bear to hurt her husband. She impressed this on the Young Man, on her confidantes, and finally on her husband himself. The thought of Telling Him actually made her heart turn over in a sudden and sickening way, she said. This was true, and yet she knew that being a potential divorcee was deeply pleasurable in somewhat the same way that being an engaged girl had been. In both cases, there was at first a subterranean courtship, whose significance it was necessary to conceal from outside observers. The concealment of the original, premarital courtship had, however, been a mere superstitious gesture, briefly sustained. It had also been, on the whole, a private secretiveness, not a partnership of silence. One put one’s family and one’s friends off the track because one was still afraid that the affair might not come out right, might not lead in a clean, direct line to the altar. To confess one’s aspirations might be, in the end, to publicize one’s failure. Once a solid understanding had been reached, there followed a short intermission of ritual bashfulness, in which both parties awkwardly participated, and then came the Announcement.


  But with the extramarital courtship, the deception was prolonged where it had been ephemeral, necessary where it had been frivolous, conspiratorial where it had been lonely. It was, in short, serious where it had been dilettantish. That it was accompanied by feelings of guilt, by sharp and genuine revulsions, only complicated and deepened its delights, by abrading the sensibilities, and by imposing a sense of outlawry and consequent mutual dependence upon the lovers. But what this interlude of deception gave her, above all, she recognized, was an opportunity, unparalleled in her experience, for exercising feelings of superiority over others. For her husband she had, she believed, only sympathy and compunction. She got no fun, she told the Young Man, out of putting horns on her darling’s head, and never for a moment, she said, did he appear to her as the comic figure of the cuckolded husband that one saw on the stage. (The Young Man assured her that his own sentiments were equally delicate, that for the wronged man he felt the most profound respect, tinged with consideration.) It was as if by the mere act of betraying her husband, she had adequately bested him; it was supererogatory for her to gloat, and, if she gloated at all, it was over her fine restraint in not-gloating, over the integrity of her moral sense, which allowed her to preserve even while engaged in sinfulness the acute realization of sin and shame. Her overt superiority feelings she reserved for her friends. Lunches and teas, which had been time-killers, matters of routine, now became perilous and dramatic adventures. The Young Man’s name was a bright, highly explosive ball which she bounced casually back and forth in these feminine tête-à-têtes. She would discuss him in his status of friend of the family, speculate on what girls he might have, attack him or defend him, anatomize him, keeping her eyes clear and impersonal, her voice empty of special emphasis, her manner humorously detached. While all the time . . . !


  Three times a week or oftener, at lunch or tea, she would let herself tremble thus on the exquisite edge of self-betrayal, involving her companions in a momentous game whose rules and whose risks only she herself knew. The Public Appearances were even more satisfactory. To meet at a friend’s house by design and to register surprise, to strike just the right note of young-matronly affection at cocktail parties, to treat him formally as “my escort” at the theater during intermissions—these were triumphs of stage management, more difficult of execution, more nerve-racking than the lunches and teas, because two actors were involved. His over-ardent glance must be hastily deflected; his too-self-conscious reading of his lines must be entered in the debit side of her ledger of love, in anticipation of an indulgent accounting in private.


  The imperfections of his performance were, indeed, pleasing to her. Not, she thought, because his impetuosities, his gaucheries, demonstrated the sincerity of his passion for her, nor because they proved him a new hand at this game of intrigue, but rather because the high finish of her own acting showed off well in comparison. “I should have gone on the stage,” she could tell him gaily, “or been a diplomat’s wife or an international spy,” while he would admiringly agree. Actually, she doubted whether she could ever have been an actress, acknowledging that she found it more amusing and more gratifying to play herself than to interpret any character conceived by a dramatist. In these private theatricals it was her own many-faceted nature that she put on exhibit, and the audience, in this case unfortunately limited to two, could applaud both her skill of projection and her intrinsic variety. Furthermore, this was a play in which the donnée was real, and the penalty for a missed cue or an inopportune entrance was, at first anyway, unthinkable.


  She loved him, she knew, for being a bad actor, for his docility in accepting her tender, mock-impatient instruction. Those superiority feelings were fattening not only on the gullibility of her friends, but also on the comic flaws of her lover’s character, and on the vulnerability of her lover’s position. In this particular hive she was undoubtedly queen bee.


  The Public Appearances were not exclusively duets. They sometimes took the form of a trio. On these occasions the studied and benevolent carefulness which she always showed for her husband’s feelings served a double purpose. She would affect a conspicuous domesticity, an affectionate conjugal demonstrativeness, would sprinkle her conversation with “Darlings,” and punctuate it with pats and squeezes till her husband would visibly expand and her lover plainly and painfully shrink. For the Young Man no retaliation was possible. These endearments of hers were sanctioned by law, usage, and habit; they belonged to her role of wife and could not be condemned or paralleled by a young man who was himself unmarried. They were clear provocations, but they could not be called so, and the Young Man preferred not to speak of them. But she knew. . . . Though she was aware of the sadistic intention of these displays, she was not ashamed of them, as she was sometimes twistingly ashamed of the hurt she was preparing to inflict on her husband. Partly she felt that they were punishments which the Young Man richly deserved for the wrong he was doing her husband, and that she herself in contriving them was acting, quite fittingly, both as judge and accused. Partly, too, she believed herself justified in playing the fond wife, whatever the damage to her lover’s ego, because, in a sense, she actually was a fond wife. She did have these feelings, she insisted, whether she was exploiting them or not.


  Eventually, however, her reluctance to wound her husband and her solicitude for his pride were overcome by an inner conviction that her love affair must move on to its next preordained stage. The possibilities of the subterranean courtship had been exhausted; it was time for the Announcement. She and the Young Man began to tell each other in a rather breathless and literary style that The Situation Was Impossible, and Things Couldn’t Go On This Way Any Longer. The ostensible meaning of these flurried laments was that, under present conditions, they were not seeing enough of each other, that their hours together were too short and their periods of separation too dismal, that the whole business of deception had become morally distasteful to them. Perhaps the Young Man really believed these things; she did not. For the first time, she saw that the virtue of marriage as an institution lay in its public character. Private cohabitation, long continued, was, she concluded, a bore. Whatever the coziness of isolation, the warm delights of having a secret, a love affair finally reached the point where it needed the glare of publicity to revive the interest of its protagonists. Hence, she thought, the engagement parties, the showers, the big church weddings, the presents, the receptions. These were simply socially approved devices by which the lovers got themselves talked about. The gossip value of a divorce and remarriage was obviously far greater than the gossip value of a mere engagement, and she was now ready, indeed hungry, to hear What People Would Say.


  The lunches, the teas, the Public Appearances were getting a little flat. It was not, in the end, enough to be a Woman With A Secret, if to one’s friends one appeared to be a woman without a secret. The bliss of having a secret required, in short, the consummation of telling it, and she looked forward to the My-dear-I-had-no-idea’s, the I-thought-you-and-Tom-were-so-happy-together’s, the How-did-you-keep-it-so-dark’s with which her intimates would greet her announcement. The audience of two no longer sufficed her; she required a larger stage. She tried it first, a little nervously, on two or three of her closest friends, swearing them to secrecy. “Tom must hear it first from me,” she declared. “It would be too terrible for his pride if he found out afterwards that the whole town knew it before he did. So you mustn’t tell, even later on, that I told you about this today. I felt I had to talk to someone.” After these lunches she would hurry to a phone booth to give the Young Man the gist of the conversation. “She certainly was surprised,” she could always say with a little gush of triumph. “But she thinks it’s fine.” But did they actually? She could not be sure. Was it possible that she sensed in these luncheon companions, her dearest friends, a certain reserve, a certain unexpressed judgment?


  It was a pity, she reflected, that she was so sensitive to public opinion. “I couldn’t really love a man,” she murmured to herself once, “if everybody didn’t think he was wonderful.” Everyone seemed to like the Young Man, of course. But still . . . She was getting panicky, she thought. Surely it was only common sense that nobody is admired by everybody. And even if a man were universally despised, would there not be a kind of defiant nobility in loving him in the teeth of the whole world? There would, certainly, but it was a type of heroism that she would scarcely be called upon to practice, for the Young Man was popular, he was invited everywhere, he danced well, his manners were ingratiating, he kept up intellectually. But was he not perhaps too amiable, too accommodating? Was it for this that her friends seemed silently to criticize him?


  At this time a touch of acridity entered into her relations with the Young Man. Her indulgent scoldings had an edge to them now, and it grew increasingly difficult for her to keep her make-believe impatience from becoming real. She would look for dark spots in his character and drill away at them as relentlessly as a dentist at a cavity. A compulsive didacticism possessed her: no truism of his, no cliché, no ineffectual joke could pass the rigidity of her censorship. And, hard as she tried to maintain the character of charming schoolmistress, the Young Man, she saw, was taking alarm. She suspected that, frightened and puzzled, he contemplated flight. She found herself watching him with impersonal interest, speculating as to what course he would take, and she was relieved but faintly disappointed when it became clear that he ascribed her sharpness to the tension of the situation and had decided to stick it out.


  The moment had come for her to tell her husband. By this single, cathartic act, she would, she believed, rid herself of the doubts and anxieties that beset her. If her husband were to impugn the Young Man’s character, she could answer his accusations and at the same time discount them as arising from jealousy. From her husband, at least, she might expect the favor of an open attack, to which she could respond with the prepared defense that she carried, unspoken, about with her. Further, she had an intense, childlike curiosity as to How Her Husband Would Take It, a curiosity which she disguised for decency’s sake as justifiable apprehension. The confidences already imparted to her friends seemed like pale dress rehearsals of the supreme confidence she was about to make. Perhaps it was toward this moment that the whole affair had been tending, for this moment that the whole affair had been designed. This would be the ultimate testing of her husband’s love, its final, rounded, quintessential expression. Never, she thought, when you live with a man do you feel the full force of his love. It is gradually rationed out to you in an impure state, compounded with all the other elements of daily existence, so that you are hardly sensible of receiving it. There is no single point at which it is concentrated; it spreads out into the past and the future until it appears as a nearly imperceptible film over the surface of your life. Only face to face with its own annihilation could it show itself wholly, and, once shown, drop into the category of completed experiences.


  She was not disappointed. She told him at breakfast in a fashionable restaurant, because, she said, he would be better able to control his feelings in public. When he called at once for the check, she had a spasm of alarm lest in an access of brutality or grief he leave her there alone, conspicuous, and, as it were, unfulfilled. But they walked out of the restaurant together and through the streets, hand in hand, tears streaming “unchecked,” she whispered to herself, down their faces. Later they were in the Park, by an artificial lake, watching the ducks swim. The sun was very bright, and she felt a kind of superb pathos in the careful and irrelevant attention they gave to the pastoral scene. This was, she knew, the most profound, the most subtle, the most idyllic experience of her life. All the strings of her nature were, at last, vibrant. She was both doer and sufferer: she inflicted pain and participated in it. And she was, at the same time, physician, for, as she was the weapon that dealt the wound, she was also the balm that could assuage it. Only she could know the hurt that engrossed him, and it was to her that he turned for the sympathy she had ready for him. Finally, though she offered him his discharge slip with one hand, with the other she beckoned him to approach. She was wooing him all over again, but wooing him to a deeper attachment than he had previously experienced, to an unconditional surrender. She was demanding his total understanding of her, his compassion, and his forgiveness. When at last he answered her repeated and agonized I-love-you’s by grasping her hand more tightly and saying gently, “I know,” she saw that she had won him over. She had drawn him into a truly mystical union. Their marriage was complete.


  Afterwards everything was more prosaic. The Young Man had to be telephoned and summoned to a conference à trois, a conference, she said, of civilized, intelligent people. The Young Man was a little awkward, even dropped a tear or two, which embarrassed everyone else, but what, after all, she thought, could you expect? He was in a difficult position; his was a thankless part. With her husband behaving so well, indeed, so gallantly, the Young Man could not fail to look a trifle inadequate. The Young Man would have preferred it, of course, if her husband had made a scene, had bullied or threatened her, so that he himself might have acted the chivalrous protector. She, however, did not hold her husband’s heroic courtesy against him: in some way, it reflected credit on herself. The Young Man, apparently, was expecting to Carry Her Off, but this she would not allow. “It would be too heartless,” she whispered when they were alone for a moment. “We must all go somewhere together.”


  So the three went out for a drink, and she watched with a sort of desperation her husband’s growing abstraction, the more and more perfunctory attention he accorded the conversation she was so bravely sustaining. “He is bored,” she thought. “He is going to leave.” The prospect of being left alone with the Young Man seemed suddenly unendurable. If her husband were to go now, he would take with him the third dimension that had given the affair depth, and abandon her to a flat and vulgar love scene. Terrified, she wondered whether she had not already prolonged the drama beyond its natural limits, whether the confession in the restaurant and the absolution in the Park had not rounded off the artistic whole, whether the sequel of divorce and remarriage would not, in fact, constitute an anticlimax. Already she sensed that behind her husband’s good manners an ironical attitude toward herself had sprung up. Was it possible that he had believed that they would return from the Park and all would continue as before? It was conceivable that her protestations of love had been misleading, and that his enormous tenderness toward her had been based, not on the idea that he was giving her up, but rather on the idea that he was taking her back—with no questions asked. If that were the case, the telephone call, the conference, and the excursion had in his eyes been a monstrous gaffe, a breach of sensibility and good taste, for which he would never forgive her. She blushed violently. Looking at him again, she thought he was watching her with an expression which declared: I have found you out: now I know what you are like. For the first time, she felt him utterly alienated.


  When he left them she experienced the let-down she had feared but also a kind of relief. She told herself that it was as well that he had cut himself off from her: it made her decision simpler. There was now nothing for her to do but to push the love affair to its conclusion, whatever that might be, and this was probably what she most deeply desired. Had the poignant intimacy of the Park persisted, she might have been tempted to drop the adventure she had begun and return to her routine. But that was, looked at coldly, unthinkable. For if the adventure would seem a little flat after the scene in the Park, the resumption of her marriage would seem even flatter. If the drama of the triangle had been amputated by her confession, the curtain had been brought down with a smack on the drama of wedlock.


  And, as it turned out, the drama of the triangle was not quite ended by the superficial rupture of her marriage. Though she had left her husband’s apartment and been offered shelter by a confidante, it was still necessary for her to see him every day. There were clothes to be packed, and possessions to be divided, love letters to be reread and mementoes to be wept over in common. There were occasional passionate, unconsummated embraces; there were endearments and promises. And though her husband’s irony remained, it was frequently vulnerable. It was not, as she had at first thought, an armor against her, but merely a sword, out of Tristan and Isolde, which lay permanently between them and enforced discretion.


  They met often, also, at the houses of friends, for, as she said, “What can I do? I know it’s not tactful, but we all know the same people. You can’t expect me to give up my friends.” These Public Appearances were heightened in interest by the fact that these audiences, unlike the earlier ones, had, as it were, purchased librettos, and were in full possession of the intricacies of the plot. She preferred, she decided, the evening parties to the cocktail parties, for there she could dance alternately with her lover and her husband to the accompaniment of subdued gasps on the part of the bystanders.


  This interlude was at the same time festive and heartrending: her only dull moments were the evenings she spent alone with the Young Man. Unfortunately, the Post-Announcement period was only too plainly an interlude and its very nature demanded that it be followed by something else. She could not preserve her anomalous status indefinitely. It was not decent, and, besides, people would be bored. From the point of view of one’s friends, it was all very well to entertain a Triangle as a novelty; to cope with it as a permanent problem was a different matter. Once they had all three got drunk, and there was a scene, and, though everyone talked about it afterwards, her friends were, she thought, a little colder, a little more critical. People began to ask her when she was going to Reno. Furthermore, she noticed that her husband was getting a slight edge in popularity over the Young Man. It was natural, of course, that everyone should feel sorry for him, and be especially nice. But yet . . .


  When she learned from her husband that he was receiving attentions from members of her own circle, invitations in which she and the Young Man were unaccountably not included, she went at once to the station and bought her ticket. Her good-bye to her husband, which she had privately allocated to her last hours in town, took place prematurely, two days before she was to leave. He was rushing off to what she inwardly feared was a Gay Week End in the country; he had only a few minutes; he wished her a pleasant trip; and he would write, of course. His highball was drained while her glass still stood half full; he sat forward nervously on his chair; and she knew herself to be acting the Ancient Mariner, but her dignity would not allow her to hurry. She hoped that he would miss his train for her, but he did not. He left her sitting in the bar, and that night the Young Man could not, as he put it, do a thing with her. There was nowhere, absolutely nowhere, she said passionately, that she wanted to go, nobody she wanted to see, nothing she wanted to do. “You need a drink,” he said with the air of a diagnostician. “A drink,” she answered bitterly. “I’m sick of the drinks we’ve been having. Gin, whisky, rum, what else is there?” He took her into a bar, and she cried, but he bought her a fancy mixed drink, something called a Ramos gin fizz, and she was a little appeased because she had never had one before. Then some friends came in, and they all had another drink together, and she felt better. “There,” said the Young Man, on the way home, “don’t I know what’s good for you? Don’t I know how to handle you?” “Yes,” she answered in her most humble and feminine tones, but she knew that they had suddenly dropped into a new pattern, that they were no longer the cynosure of a social group, but merely another young couple with an evening to pass, another young couple looking desperately for entertainment, wondering whether to call on a married couple or to drop in somewhere for a drink. This time the Young Man’s prescription had worked, but it was pure luck that they had chanced to meet someone they knew. A second or a third time they would scan the faces of the other drinkers in vain, would order a second drink and surreptitiously watch the door, and finally go out alone, with a quite detectable air of being unwanted.


  When, a day and a half later, the Young Man came late to take her to the train, and they had to run down the platform to catch it, she found him all at once detestable. He would ride to 125th Street with her, he declared in a burst of gallantry, but she was angry all the way because she was afraid there would be trouble with the conductor. At 125th Street, he stood on the platform blowing kisses to her and shouting something that she could not hear through the glass. She made a gesture of repugnance, but, seeing him flinch, seeing him weak and charming and incompetent, she brought her hand reluctantly to her lips and blew a kiss back. The other passengers were watching, she was aware, and though their looks were doting and not derisive, she felt herself to be humiliated and somehow vulgarized. When the train began to move, and the Young Man began to run down the platform after it, still blowing kisses and shouting alternately, she got up, turned sharply away from the window and walked back to the club car. There she sat down and ordered a whisky and soda.


  There were a number of men in the car, who looked up in unison as she gave her order, but, observing that they were all the middle-aged, small-businessmen who “belonged” as inevitably to the club car as the white-coated porter and the leather-bound Saturday Evening Post, she paid them no heed. She was now suddenly overcome by a sense of depression and loss that was unprecedented for being in no way dramatic or pleasurable. In the last half-hour she had seen clearly that she would never marry the Young Man, and she found herself looking into an insubstantial future with no signpost to guide her. Almost all women, she thought, when they are girls never believe that they will get married. The terror of spinsterhood hangs over them from adolescence on. Even if they are popular they think that no one really interesting will want them enough to marry them. Even if they get engaged they are afraid that something will go wrong, something will intervene. When they do get married it seems to them a sort of miracle, and, after they have been married for a time, though in retrospect the whole process looks perfectly natural and inevitable, they retain a certain unarticulated pride in the wonder they have performed. Finally, however, the terror of spinsterhood has been so thoroughly exorcised that they forget ever having been haunted by it, and it is at this stage that they contemplate divorce. “How could I have forgotten?” she said to herself and began to wonder what she would do.


  She could take an apartment by herself in the Village. She would meet new people. She would entertain. But, she thought, if I have people in for cocktails, there will always come the moment when they have to leave, and I shall be alone and have to pretend to have another engagement in order to save embarrassment. If I have them to dinner, it will be the same thing, but at least I shan’t have to pretend to have an engagement. I will give dinners. Then, she thought, there will be the cocktail parties, and, if I go alone, I shall always stay a little too late, hoping that a young man or even a party of people will ask me to dinner. And if I fail, if no one asks me, I shall have the ignominy of walking out alone, trying to look as if I had somewhere to go. Then there will be the evenings at home with a good book when there will be no reason at all for going to bed, and I shall perhaps sit up all night. And the mornings when there will be no point in getting up, and I shall perhaps stay in bed till dinnertime. There will be the dinners in tearooms with other unmarried women, tearooms because women alone look conspicuous and forlorn in good restaurants. And then, she thought, I shall get older.


  She would never, she reflected angrily, have taken this step, had she felt that she was burning her bridges behind her. She would never have left one man unless she had had another to take his place. But the Young Man, she now saw, was merely a sort of mirage which she had allowed herself to mistake for an oasis. “If the Man,” she muttered, “did not exist, the Moment would create him.” This was what had happened to her. She had made herself the victim of an imposture. But, she argued, with an access of cheerfulness, if this were true, if out of the need of a second, a new, husband she had conjured up the figure of one, she had possibly been impelled by unconscious forces to behave more intelligently than appearances would indicate. She was perhaps acting out in a sort of hypnotic trance a ritual whose meaning had not yet been revealed to her, a ritual which required that, first of all, the Husband be eliminated from the cast of characters. Conceivably, she was designed for the role of femme fatale, and for such a personage considerations of safety, provisions against loneliness and old age, were not only philistine but irrelevant. She might marry a second, a third, a fourth time, or she might never marry again. But, in any case, for the thrifty bourgeois love insurance, with its daily payments of patience, forbearance, and resignation, she was no longer eligible. She would be, she told herself delightedly, a bad risk.


  She was, or soon would be, a Young Divorcee, and the term still carried glamour. Her divorce decree would be a passport conferring on her the status of citizeness of the world. She felt gratitude toward the Young Man for having unwittingly effected her transit into a new life. She looked about her at the other passengers. Later she would talk to them. They would ask, of course, where she was bound; that was the regulation opening move of train conversations. But it was a delicate question what her reply should be. To say “Reno” straight out would be vulgar; it would smack of confidences too cheaply given. Yet to lie, to say “San Francisco,” for instance, would be to cheat herself, to minimize her importance, to mislead her interlocutor into believing her an ordinary traveler with a commonplace destination. There must be some middle course which would give information without appearing to do so, which would hint at a vie galante yet indicate a barrier of impeccable reserve. It would probably be best, she decided, to say “West” at first, with an air of vagueness and hesitation. Then, when pressed, she might go as far as to say “Nevada.” But no farther.


  TWO


  Rogue’s Gallery*


  


  MR. SHEER fired his stenographer in order to give me the job. It puzzled me at the time that he should so readily dismiss a professional whom he paid ten dollars a week to take on an amateur at eleven. I now see that he must have owed her money. Several times during that summer she would come into the gallery, a badly made-up blond girl in a dark dress that the hot days and the continual sitting had wrinkled at the waist. He would hold whispered conversations with her in the outer room, and at length she would go away. Later on, after I had quit, I, too, would make regular calls to collect my back pay, and there would be another girl sitting at my desk, while I, as a mark of special courtesy, would be led into the inner exhibition room reserved for customers. There he would whisper to me, and, on a few occasions, press into my hand, as if it were something indecent, a tightly folded five-dollar bill. After a great many visits I succeeded in getting, in such small driblets, all that was owed me, but my case was exceptional. Mr. Sheer’s usual method of dealing with a creditor was simply to dispense with his services. This worked quite well with everyone but the telephone company, for, while there are many stationers, many photographers, many landlords, there is only one American Tel. & Tel.


  Mr. Sheer was extremely resourceful in financial matters. It was he who taught me how to get a free lemonade on a stifling day. You go into the Automat (there was one conveniently located across the street from our building), and you pick up several of the slices of lemon that are put out for the benefit of tea drinkers near the tea tap. Then you pour yourself a glass of ice water, squeeze the lemon into it, add sugar from one of the tables, and stir.


  Mr. Sheer was a dealer in objects of art, a tall, pale-eyed man with two suits and many worries. Downstairs in the building directory he was listed as The Savile Galleries, and the plural conveyed a sense of endless vistas of rooms gleaming with collector’s items. Like Mr. Sheer himself, that plural was imaginative, winged with ambition, but untrustworthy. Actually, the Savile Galleries consisted of two small, dark, stuffy rooms whose natural gloom was enhanced by heavy velvet drapes in wine-red and blackish green which were hung from ceiling to floor with the object of concealing the neutral office-building walls. There was also another and still smaller room which had no drapes and was therefore more cheerful, but this was merely the inner office where the stenographer and the Negro boy assistant were herded, together with the office supplies, the Social Register, and Poor’s Business Directory, and where the sitter for a miniature in progress was occasionally tied.


  For Mr. Sheer’s gallery was unique in one respect. On my first day there I had stared hopefully about at the shabby collection of priests’ robes, china figurines, clocks, bronzes, carved ivories, old silver, porcelains, and seen only the scrapings of the Fifty-ninth Street auction rooms. In a glass case off in one corner, there were a few garnet chokers, some earrings in wrought Italian silver, and an improbable-looking sapphire ring in an out-of-date claw setting. On the walls hung a couple of faded paintings of the Hudson River School and some gaudy scenes of Venice, which, as I learned later, had been signed by Mr. Sheer with any Italian name that happened to come into his head. (As he said, there was nothing really wrong with this practice of his: it made the customer feel better to see some name on a picture, and it was not, after all, as if he were attributing them to Raphael.) But that morning, knowing nothing of Mr. Sheer, I had looked about at all those tarnished objects (I had been led to expect something grander, more artistic, more “interesting”) and tears had come to my eyes as I wondered how I should describe this dreary job to my family and friends. It was then that I noticed the smell.


  “Dogs,” Mr. Sheer said. “Wear your dog on your sleeve.” I stared at him. He went into the inner office and came back with a jeweler’s box in which lay a pair of crystal cuff links. Buried in the crystals, one could see a tiny pair of scotties. “They’re real portraits,” he said. “We do them right here in the gallery. Something newer than monograms.” He held them up for me to look at. “Isn’t that a beautiful bit of workmanship?” he asked. His face lit up as he pronounced this sentence. “Look at that coat. You can see every hair.” The artist, he explained, was an elderly Frenchman who, before the War, had done all the Kaiser’s dogs in miniature, an achievement Mr. Sheer never failed to linger over in the sales letters he dictated. How much this meant to Mr. Sheer I did not understand until I suggested one day that we should omit the part about the Kaiser from a follow-up I was writing. It was the only time he was ever angry with me. I saw then that it was not solely Monsieur Ravasse’s talents that made Mr. Sheer treat him, alone of his associates, with a subservient respect, made him pay him, take his scoldings, ask his advice. Unquestionably, Monsieur Ravasse’s work did excite Mr. Sheer’s admiration—every pair of cuff links, every brooch was for him a new miracle—but the greater miracle had, I am afraid, taken place inside Mr. Sheer’s head: he had succumbed to the spell of his own salesmanship, and Monsieur Ravasse had become interchangeable with the Kaiser in his mind.


  At any rate, commercially speaking, Monsieur Ravasse was, virtually, our only asset, and it was these custom-made dog crystals that Mr. Sheer was pushing all that hot summer I worked for him. There was not a great margin of profit to be made on them, and many inconveniences attended their execution, but they were the only things we had that tempted the rich people, who, on Long Island, in New Jersey, in the Adirondacks, in Canada, were feeling themselves poor. In the letters I took from his dictation all our pieces were described as Extraordinary Bargains, Sacrifices, Exceptional Opportunities, Fine Investments Especially In These Times. But the rich people seldom believed. Mr. Sheer might insist that “an opportunity like this may never present itself again,” but only when a man’s own dog was concerned did the argument carry much weight. A seventeenth-century tapestry would still exist when times got better (if they ever did); one could afford to wait and pay a little more, if necessary. But one’s own dog might die, or the aging artist, who after all dated from Louis Napoleon, might die himself. So one might perhaps hurry, as Mr. Sheer urged, to-take-advantage-of-this-remarkable-offer.


  During that summer we turned out several Bedlingtons, a cairn, two Kerry blues, some German sheep dogs, and even a chihuahua, which, being itself a miniature, proved, in Mr. Sheer’s opinion, the least interesting of all our subjects. There were also extensive negotiations with a lady who had thirty-one toy spaniels, but she and Mr. Sheer could never get together on the price (for she felt that the number of dogs entitled her to a cut rate), and the project was finally abandoned.


  The dogs who came up from Long Island or New Jersey presented no particular problems. They arrived with their handlers, posed for a few hours, and then went home until the next day. Naturally, the miniature would have to be repainted at least once, for the owners never felt that their pets had been done justice, but this was a relatively simple matter. It was the dogs who were not within commuting distance that gave us trouble. Such a dog would arrive by Railway Express, boxed up in a cage and wild with hunger. Arrangements would have been made, of course, for it to be fed by the trainmen on the way, but, as far as we could tell, this was never done. We would take the cage into the inner office, open it, and the animal would shoot out and bite me on the leg. There was one cairn who came out like a black cannonball and was crazy ever after. The dogs were usually in such bad condition that extensive treatment by a veterinary was necessary before we could allow them to pose. The cairn was never able to pose at all. We kept him in the office for a long time, trying to soothe him back to sanity, but it was no use, and when he finally bit Mr. Sheer’s red-haired mistress, we sent him home to his owner, who threatened to sue us for what had happened.


  Yet in spite of the havoc created by this business, the nervous strain and the expense, the smell and the smallness of the profit, there was nearly always a dog boarding in my office, eating the choicest dog meat while Mr. Sheer went without his lunch. As the summer wore on, the smell of the dogs mingled with the damp, sour odor of the old velvet drapes, with the colored boy’s personal smell, with the smell of Mr. Sheer’s two suits, which were stiff with dried sweat, until our very skins were soaked with the gallery, and even outside, on the streets, we walked about with a special, occupational scent.


  We were not making money. In spite of the commissioned crystals we were not so much as breaking even. The second morning I came to work I was met by a square man with a badge who was putting a sign on the door. The sign read, PUBLIC AUCTION TODAY.


  I took out my key and said politely, “I didn’t know there was to be an auction.”


  “Really?” said the man. “Maybe you want to pay this forty-three eighty-five then?” And he shoved a document at me.


  “You mean,” I said, “it’s a debt?”


  “Don’t kid me, sister,” said the man, “I’m the city marshal.”


  I began to talk very rapidly, to say that I was sure Mr. Sheer didn’t know about this, that it must be an oversight, that he would be here any minute, that the marshal must wait till he came. But another man came up the hall and began to help him with the sign, and the city marshal’s only replies were derisive and they were addressed, not to me, but to his assistant, who found them very amusing. I went into my office, put my head on the typewriter, and started to cry.


  At once the city marshal was bending over me, his hand on my shoulder.


  “For God’s sake, sister, don’t cry,” he said. “What’s the trouble? This guy your sweetheart?”


  “No,” I sobbed.


  “He a relation of yours?”


  “No.”


  “Then for God’s sake what are you crying about?”


  “Because I’m not accustomed to being spoken to in such a manner.”


  He dropped his hand in amazement. Then he went out and took the sign down.


  “You think this guy will pay up?”


  “Yes.”


  “All right. See that he has the money at my office at four o’clock sharp.”


  The two of them went away, carrying the sign.


  Mr. Sheer slipped in at noon with an apprehensive air. I expected him to share my indignation at the law’s high-handedness, but he seemed, rather, to take the city marshal’s attitude. He listened to my story with some astonishment, and then laughed in a relieved way, and shook my hand several times and said I was going to make a wonderful secretary.


  “But you must pay the money right away,” I said.


  “Yes,” he answered vaguely.


  However, I nagged him about it until he made some phone calls, in the inner office, with the door closed. He then went out, and the city marshal never came again, so, presumably, the debt was paid.


  


  In conversation Mr. Sheer frequently reverted to the city marshal’s visit. In his eyes, one could see, it marked a turning-point in his career. Obviously, as I recognized later, he had been expecting the city marshal and his sign, had tried in all quarters to raise the money and failed. That was why he had not come in until noon, for in the face of danger Mr. Sheer always disappeared. He had resigned himself to the loss of his business and the concomitant loss of prestige. He had seen himself condemned, cast back into the outer darkness from which he had risen, back into that nether world where a public auction or a bankruptcy or a jail term carried no stigma. He had already accepted his sentence when he discovered that he had been reprieved, as if by a miracle, at the eleventh hour. He had been given, as it were, a second chance, and with it came a second wind that enabled him to effect, easily, by a few telephone calls, what for weeks had been the impossible—the settlement of a debt of forty-three dollars and some odd cents. After this, Mr. Sheer’s hold on respectability was much more tenacious, for after this Mr. Sheer no longer believed that his clutching fingers could be shaken off.


  However unappetizing, however eccentric his gallery might appear to the sophisticated world, to Mr. Sheer these rooms with their dark velvet, their porcelain urns, their statuary, their dirty chasubles hung from the ceiling, their little rococo chairs, and their deep, velvet-covered sofa incarnated a double dream. From his Western boyhood, he said, he had loved dogs and culture. There was a rich man back in San Francisco whose dogs he had valeted and whose lawn he had watered; now and then he had been allowed to look at this man’s fine library, which contained, he declared with reminiscent awe, “all these wonderful works on Shakespeare and vice versa.” Today, as at that time, the dog was the natural highway to culture, and Mr. Sheer perceived no incongruity between the tarnished luxury of his setting and the homeliness of his liveliest line of goods.


  He had begun as a bootlegger shortly after Prohibition had come in. He had perhaps been jailed (his accounts of his past were always vague and contradictory), but at any rate he had left the liquor business to become a veterinary’s assistant. After a short period as a prize fighter’s handler, he had bought himself small kennels, and he had but recently progressed from selling dogs to selling their miniatures. He had met Monsieur Ravasse at his kennels one day, and had been inspired by him to open a novelty jewelry business in which the crystals played a leading part. His imagination, however, had been kindled less by the stones he dealt in than by the clocks, the carved ivories, the church vessels, the china mantel ornaments—all the rich and bizarre oddities that clutter the fringe of the jewelry trade; and it had not been long before I. F. Sheer, Jeweler had melted into The Savile Galleries. His gallery was the least rewarding of all his ventures, but it was dearer to him than any. Having pursued the luxury trades with considerable single-mindedness, he had now arrived at a point where the Right People, who had almost all his life been his customers, were now to become his clients—if he could only persuade them to buy.


  For if Mr. Sheer loved culture, he loved Money too, and he could not always keep them apart in his mind (it was a rich man that had owned that library). Indeed it was sometimes difficult to tell whether he loved culture simply as an appurtenance of wealth or whether he loved it genuinely, for its own sake. He was fond of the fine arts, fond of long words, and fond of me, but was this simply because he felt that between us we could make a prosperous gentleman out of him? I am not sure. He could never use the long words correctly and he could hardly tell a Cellini from a Remington; yet surely there was a kind of integrity in that very lack of taste.


  He was really proud of his stock; he admired everything indiscriminately. If he had nothing else to do, he would walk about the gallery, studying the pieces. When he could no longer contain himself he would summon me from my desk and point to a canal or to a bit of foliage in a picture and exclaim, “Isn’t that a wonderful piece of painting?” Or of a vase, “Come here, Miss Sargent, and look at that glaze.” It was all wonderful to him.


  He worshipped any kind of ingenuity: boxes with false bottoms, cuckoo clocks, oval miniatures of the school of Boucher that opened if you pressed a button and disclosed a pornographic scene. He liked little statues that became fountains, Victorian banks made to resemble birds’ nests, where the bird grasped the coin in its beak and dropped it when the lever was pulled. And for him the supreme ingenuity was the great trompe l’oeil of art itself, which made a painted canal look exactly like a real one and a bronze statue simulate a man. He had no use for modern art or modern design (although he knew them to be fashionable); it puzzled and annoyed him that anyone should, for example, make a set of book-ends that looked, simply, like themselves. The whole conception of functionalism was odious to him, for since art was in his eyes a splendid confidence game, the craftsman who did not, in some fashion, deceive his public seemed to him a sort of stool-pigeon, a high-class rat.


  The colored boy who worked for us had far more taste, and he and I, in the little inner office, formed a Connoisseurs’ League to pass on the new objects as they came in. But such distinctions, whether they came from me, from the colored boy, from another dealer, or from a customer, only angered Mr. Sheer. They smacked of disloyalty, not only to Mr. Sheer’s business, but to art itself. And they seemed to him unnatural: he always suspected a hidden motive. Another dealer was plainly trying to run down Mr. Sheer’s business for competitive reasons; the colored boy was making himself disagreeable because his salary had not been paid; the customer had a prejudice against the genre in question; and I was a college girl whose head had been stuffed with faddish preferences for modern design.


  It is possible that it was merely the pride of ownership that was coloring Mr. Sheer’s vision: his objects, being all extensions of his own personality, were all therefore equal in his heart. Certainly, I have often, walking down Fifty-seventh Street with him, seen a tapestry that was, to me, indistinguishable from one in Mr. Sheer’s possession, and heard him, pausing, compare it unfavorably to his own. But there was always a certain fretfulness in his voice which came from the fact that he really felt the other tapestry to be quite as wonderful as his.


  In any case, if the pride of ownership was working in Mr. Sheer, that pride was, characteristically, unreal, since the ownership was factitious. Mr. Sheer did not, I discovered, own a single one of the objects he displayed; indeed, so far as the ornamental arts were concerned, he had never owned anything more than a tie-pin in his life.


  His gallery was stocked with loans from other dealers, merchandise that he held “on consignment.” Some of it had been freely offered: another dealer who happened to have an unfashionable marble on his hands, a trade-in, say, that he despaired of selling to his own clients, would promise Mr. Sheer a commission to dispose of it. Others had been more artfully extracted. Mr. Sheer, hearing of a fine jade that was owned by someone else, would pretend to have a client who was interested in just such a piece. The other dealer would yield up the jade, and Mr. Sheer would promptly display it in his gallery. He would then have to stall off the owner with a variety of excuses until a real client could be found to take the place of the imaginary one. If no real client materialized, the jade would eventually have to be returned, but a long time usually elapsed before Mr. Sheer would admit defeat. In these ways, Mr. Sheer kept his gallery well populated with objects. That excessive secrecy and cunning, so characteristic of the trade, played directly into his hands. Each dealer assumed that he was the only one using the Savile Galleries as an outlet. There would have been considerable astonishment in Fifty-ninth Street circles had the dealers learned that they had unwittingly formed a combination to provide Mr. Sheer with what was really the capital for a rival gallery.


  As for Mr. Sheer himself, he was careful to wrap all his affairs in such a cocoon of falsehoods that, of all the people associated with him, only the colored boy, whose job it was to call for and deliver merchandise, had any suspicion of the truth. Like all my own discoveries about Mr. Sheer, this one was made painfully and by accident. He was not given to confession, and any unsolicited information he advanced about himself was likely to be either unimportant or false. In general, his aversion to truth-telling was fanatical—to tell the truth, at any time, on any matter, to any hearer, was, he believed, profoundly dangerous: any fact, however small, however harmless, provided it was a fact, was better concealed: facts were high explosives. Never, for example, during the time I worked for him, did I learn where he lived. He would disappear at night and return in the morning. If he were late, customers and creditors would have to wait for him; there was no way, I was continually explaining, of reaching him by phone. Since those days, I have often badgered him about this question, and he has told me a number of different stories. He has said that he was living with a woman, which I suspected, that he was passing back and forth between dollar-a-night hotels and flophouses, and was ashamed to tell me, which is possible, that he was sleeping on the divan in the gallery, which I know to be true, for one morning when he had overslept I found him there, in a rumpled pair of shorts, his close-curling hair damp with summer-morning sweat. Yet these explanations, taken separately or together, do not satisfy me. They may one or all be true, but there must have been something more.


  


  All during what I now think of as the dime-novel period of my employment with Mr. Sheer, I had no idea of the facts about the gallery. I did not find out until the very end. Had I been able to shake off the idea that Mr. Sheer was an ordinary businessman who was a little bit hard up, I might have been in a better position to understand what was going on.


  The thing began with a series of telephone calls from a man named Bierman, to whom Mr. Sheer was always out, but for whom a message was regularly left, a message so full of consideration and empty of meaning that it was clear that Bierman was a special case, a creditor perhaps, but no run-of-the-mill creditor.


  “Tell him I’ll call him back in an hour,” Mr. Sheer invariably whispered, or if he were stepping out, as he called it, for a few minutes, he would not fail to remind me, “If Bierman calls, tell him I’ll call him back in an hour.” Since Mr. Sheer never did call Bierman back, and since, as the days passed, the frequency of Bierman’s calls increased until they were coming at fifteen-minute intervals, I protested against having to repeat this farcical sentence, and begged Mr. Sheer to change the message, to suppress it altogether, or to speak to Bierman, who was getting very angry. But Mr. Sheer refused. The sentence, in his eyes, was a mark of civility to Bierman. To leave no message would be the equivalent of cutting him on the street. The sentence, moreover, had, for him, a kind of magic that I did not understand until I had had a longer experience of Mr. Sheer and his promises. Mr. Sheer’s promises were a kind of fiat money issued at will and with no regard to fulfillment, or, indeed, to plausibility. He differed from the ordinary debtor who, under pressure, offers a promise as a substitute for cash, in that the ordinary debtor is not deceived by the substitute, but expects the creditor to be, while Mr. Sheer was himself deceived and concerned himself hardly at all with what the creditor might think. And it was not only to creditors that Mr. Sheer extended his gilded pledges. He showered them about him like an obstinate philanthropist. He knew where he could get me an ermine wrap for practically nothing (I had nowhere to wear it). He knew a man that would place Elmer, the colored boy, in the Cotton Club floor show (Elmer was a serious-minded youth who did not dance). Objectively, none of the promises had any validity. Their usefulness was of a different sort. They acted as a kind of transmission belt to the real world from the world of Mr. Sheer’s fancy, the powerhouse of dreams that kept his life’s wheels turning. So this sentence which I kept passing on reassured Mr. Sheer in the same measure that it infuriated Bierman.


  When the man commenced to shout at me on the phone and, what was worse from Mr. Sheer’s point of view, to mention a lawyer, Mr. Sheer reluctantly abandoned that particular magic. Instead, he drew me into the dark inner room, seated me on the velvet couch, and announced with an appealingly gloomy air that he was going to take me into his confidence. Bierman was a jeweler, he said, and it was a question of diamonds. The story branched out and became more elaborate, and on subsequent days he gave me different versions of it, but this was all I was ever certain of: Bierman was a jeweler and it was a question of diamonds.


  I know this because very early in the game I talked to Bierman himself in his office.


  Even here perhaps I am too cocksure, for I remember, uncomfortably, a scheme by which Mr. Sheer at a later date staved off a creditor. He had borrowed a hunting bronze featuring some falcons from a lady art dealer, and had got Abernethie and Rich to display it in a window full of hunting equipment. Through them, he had sold it to one of the Long Island sporting people. When Mrs. Martino, the dealer, wanted her money, it had already been parceled out to the landlord, the stationer, the photographer, and the telephone company. It was true, Mr. Sheer informed her, that he had sold the picture, but he had not yet been paid. This held Mrs. Martino at bay for some months, but at the end of that time, she began to make herself unpleasant, and Mr. Sheer saw that it was time to act. He went around to Abernethie’s and asked for the loan of one of their offices “to talk to a client in.” They gave him an office marked VICE-PRESIDENT. He arranged to have Mrs. Martino meet him there, and arrived himself a little ahead of time, accompanied by an old vaudeville actor he knew. The vaudevillian hid his hat and sat down behind the desk. When Mrs. Martino was shown in, the man was introduced by Mr. Sheer as Mr. Brown of Abernethie’s. The vaudevillian then explained to her in a Keith-time version of a fox-hunting dialect that the bronze had indeed been sold “to an old and valued client,” who “settled his accounts” only once a year, “the English system, you know; we can’t hurry a man like that.” Mrs. Martino, who was Spanish, was powerfully impressed, and it was six months before she went back to Abernethie’s to question Mr. Brown again. Then Mr. Sheer was obliged to pay up instantly, but the next day he borrowed back half the money from Mrs. Martino’s husband.


  Bierman must have been real, however, for in the interview Mr. Sheer projected it was I who was to pretend to be someone else.


  He had borrowed some diamonds from Bierman, he said, to show to a friend, a playboy named Carew. But Carew, who was considering buying them for a chorus girl he was keeping, had disappeared with the diamonds before coming to any decision. It was a criminal offense to let jewelry that you had taken on consignment go out of your possession, so Bierman would have to be kept from legal action until Carew could be found. Now supposing I were to go to Bierman and say that I was a rich widow who had bought the diamonds from Mr. Sheer but would be unable to pay until my next dividend fell due. . . .


  “But what if he should ask to see them?” I said.


  “Tell him you sent them home to Pittsburgh to have them reset.”


  “But I don’t look like a rich widow—”


  “You married young,” said Mr. Sheer. “Do you want me to go to Sing Sing?”


  In the end I persuaded him that my impersonation of this character would only evoke catcalls from Bierman. But I would go to him in my own person, I said, tell him the truth, and beg him to wait a little. I could go, Mr. Sheer finally conceded, if I promised not to mention Carew. I should merely say that the stones had been sent out for resetting and there had been an unavoidable delay.


  Just as I was leaving, Mr. Sheer had an afterthought. I was to tell Bierman, he said, that if anything should go wrong, Mr. Sheer would make good because his mother had a diamond that was worth more than all of Bierman’s stones put together, and he would be glad to wire his mother in California to send this diamond for Bierman to hold as security.


  “But does your mother really have a diamond?” I asked, and indeed I was surprised to hear that Mr. Sheer really had a mother.


  “Of course,” he replied impatiently. But he never spoke of it again. Whether it was out of respect for Mr. Sheer’s mother or out of respect for Mr. Sheer’s imagination, I do not know, but neither Bierman nor I, whatever the provocation, was ever so tactless as to remind him of this promise.


  In a little office back of a jewelry store I told Bierman, a small, all-gray man, the story Mr. Sheer had prepared for me, including, at the end, the vision of the fabulous diamond in California. I did not expect him to believe me. But when I finished he seemed convinced. It was not so much that he believed in a literal sense what I was saying (he could hardly have been so naïve), but he appeared to trust what was behind what I was saying, the intention to make things right. It occurred to me after this episode that Mr. Sheer was fond of me and sometimes paid my salary, not, as I sometimes thought, out of snobbism because he believed me to be a lady, nor out of cultural aspiration because he believed me to be educated, but simply because I was the only one of his retinue who had an honest face.


  Already I had fobbed off the city marshal, now I had pacified Bierman, and it was not long before I was being sent on errands of the most dubious nature, leaving Mr. Sheer behind in the Savile Galleries, secure in his confidence that my good faith would not be questioned. After this, it was I who was sent to get credit from tradesmen, I who cashed checks, I who would walk down Madison Avenue with a clock under my arm, going from door to door of the jewelers in the attempt to sell it for cash. It was even I who in a dark room taken by the hour in a questionable hotel showed a tiny, eight-by-ten Rembrandt, which I now think must certainly have been stolen, to various rat-faced men who came by appointment to examine it, while Mr. Sheer in the closet waited for results.


  Of course, if I were to remain valuable to Mr. Sheer, I would have to believe that the checks were good, that the Rembrandt was genuine and legally acquired, that if the story I was telling Bierman were false, nevertheless the story that lay hidden behind it was true and not discreditable. And here lay Mr. Sheer’s dilemma: if he kept me in a state of innocence (which was difficult since I handled all his business), I might blunder on one of my errands and get him into trouble; but if he allowed me to be corrupted by knowledge of his affairs, I would lose that earnest sincerity that could never be properly simulated. The dilemma was insoluble, as he discovered later. Meanwhile, his brain was kept working overtime, for each of his deceptions had to be double-barreled, one set of lies for his creditors and one for me.


  Looking back, I see that, in the Bierman case, the Carew story was the lie intended for domestic consumption. Surely Carew must have been fictional, for when the finale of the diamond business took place, there was no Carew in it at all, and, in the years I have known Mr. Sheer since, I have never seen or heard of that playboy, as Mr. Sheer always called him, who figured so largely in my life that summer. Neither have I ever seen the name in Winchell’s column.


  I returned to the gallery from Bierman’s store, ready for action. The thing to do, I said, was to find Carew at once. Mr. Sheer, it seemed to me, had been strangely apathetic about looking for him. He had heard a rumor, he finally murmured, that the girl Carew was keeping had been seen in Atlantic City.


  “We must look for him in Atlantic City then,” I announced energetically. “What hotel do you think he would be staying at?”


  Mr. Sheer named a hotel and I called it by long distance. There was no Thomas Carew registered there. I called a second and a third, but there was still no Carew. Mr. Sheer began to find the search enlivening, and together we called all the hotels in Atlantic City, but it was quite fruitless. Then I remembered having read in detective stories that people who went to seaside resorts with girls would often register under false names but use their own initials so that the name on the register would match the luggage. I suggested that we try asking for anybody whose initials were “T. C.” Mr. Sheer was enthusiastic about the idea, and we called all the hotels over again, but either the clerks would not co-operate with us or the people we got on the wire were indignant when Mr. Sheer would open the conversation by asking if they were Tom Carew. Mr. Sheer was positive, however, that none of the men he talked to had Carew’s voice. We passed a whole afternoon this way, an afternoon we both enjoyed, I because I felt myself hot on the trail of the fugitive, like a particularly bright and wily bloodhound, and Mr. Sheer, no doubt, because he had a taste for practical jokes, and found this search for an imaginary Carew a pleasant diversion from his troubles.


  But his mood changed when I remarked that though we had not been able to find Carew, our idea was still good, and we might now try looking for the girl. What was her name, I asked. Mr. Sheer did not reply directly.


  “You know, Miss Sargent,” he said, getting up, “I’ve just been thinking that we’re wasting our time this way. The best thing to do is to get a detective on it. I think I’ll just run around and talk to O’Bannon. If Bierman calls tell him I’ll call him back in an hour.”


  He took up his hat, paused at the door as he always did to look up and down the corridor, and went on out.


  O’Bannon was a friend of Mr. Sheer’s, a private detective who was known in the trade for having a particularly choice collection of strikebreakers on call, but who had lately achieved a wider notoriety when he had been jailed for an attempt to burgle the district attorney’s safe during a political investigation. I had seen him once or twice waiting for Mr. Sheer, a short, thick-set man with flat feet who smoked a black cigar and wore his hat on the back of his head. With these salient occupational characteristics, he had intensified the sinister air of our outer room as he sat in a red velvet chair and stared pugnaciously at the glittering priests’ robes on the wall. (Mr. Sheer generally had a friend waiting for him in the outer room—there were a silver forger, a racetrack tout, a typewriter salesman, a men’s tailor, a professional gambler, and there was also, of course, Billie, Mr. Sheer’s red-haired mistress who drank. He would keep them there for hours while he talked to me in the office or made phone calls or “stepped out” on mysterious errands. When he was finally ready to see them he would come out and beckon them into the inner room with that hushed, ingratiating, yet faintly sadistic air that a dentist uses to summon his patients from the anteroom. At this time, however, O’Bannon, though fully qualified by his unprepossessing appearance, was not an habitué.)


  After this day, there was a lull during which O’Bannon was supposed to be looking for Carew. At length, Bierman began to call again, and soon Bierman was replaced by his lawyer, whose telephone manners were more suave but also more ominous. Still O’Bannon reported no success. I was growing frightened, and Mr. Sheer took on a hunted look; his nose stood out more sharply in his sunken face and his pale-green eyes burned with a desperate light. We stopped writing letters altogether and made no attempt to solicit business. I took to bringing a volume of Proust to the office with me, and Mr. Sheer passed the days listlessly reading the Social Register. But finally one morning Mr. Sheer brought the news that O’Bannon had got on the track of Carew’s girl. Carew himself, he said, had completely disappeared. The girl had the diamonds all right, but she demanded five hundred dollars before she would give them up. She and Carew had had a fight, Mr. Sheer said, and she maintained that Carew owed her money, and she was holding the diamonds as security.


  “But the diamonds don’t belong to her,” I exclaimed. “She will have to give them up.”


  Mr. Sheer shook his head sadly. “It’s just a hold-up,” he explained, with a certain worldly resignation.


  “I wouldn’t do it, Mr. Sheer,” I protested. “And where are you going to get the five hundred dollars?”


  For it seemed obvious to me that if Mr. Sheer had had anything salable he would already have sold it.


  “Well,” he said thoughtfully, “there’s that bronze.”


  “What bronze?”


  “Oh, you know, Custer’s Last Stand,” he answered impatiently.


  I had never heard anything of this bronze before, and it was a surprise to find Mr. Sheer dealing in Americana. His tastes in general were sumptuous and European, and while every other dealer of Mr. Sheer’s category would feature a portrait of Lincoln or a Revolutionary bedspread showing the Continental Congress, Mr. Sheer, for some reason, eschewed anything with a patriotic theme, and would even speak contemptuously of Paul Revere silver. But what I did not yet realize was that he would sell anything he could get his hands on. Now and then he would sell a live dog, and on the day I was displaying the Rembrandt in the hotel room, I was also empowered to offer an Isotta-Fraschini for a thousand dollars. And, of course, if he were telling the truth, he had been trying to sell Bierman’s diamonds.


  When the colored boy had gone out and returned with a huge bronze, showing one tall American with a gun and a cowboy hat standing on a hill, surrounded by some dervish-like Indians, I could see that the work had a certain sporting character that must have attracted Mr. Sheer. But I could not imagine that it would be readily marketable. I was mistaken.


  Mr. Sheer telephoned Caporello, the little white-faced Italian silver forger who spent his spare time in the outer room of our gallery.


  “What are you going to do?” I said. “It would take him quite a long time to forge a copy of this thing, and besides how do you know that he can work in bronze?”


  Mr. Sheer was displeased by this levity toward the bronze, which he was in the very act of admiring.


  “He told me once he thought he could sell it,” he replied shortly.


  When Caporello arrived, Mr. Sheer took him into the inner room, and after a time Caporello went away and then came back again, and the colored boy wrapped the bronze in brown paper and took it down in the elevator and put it in a taxi with Caporello, who drove off and was not seen again for three days.


  “He’s lit out for Italy, it’s a sure thing,” Mr. Sheer would say, pacing gloomily up and down the gallery. And each time he said this we would both laugh. For Mr. Sheer had a kind of calamitous humor, which when his mishaps seemed to take on an artistic shape or unity, he would turn wryly on himself. Death was always comic for him, and even while he was telling you that so-and-so’s end was “a terrible thing,” you could see the tension with which his face was held grave and almost hear the laughter bubbling underneath. He told me once of the death of his closest friend. “He was drunk,” he said, “and dived in a swimming pool [pause, and then the explosion of laughter], but there was no water in it.” Next, with a quick recovery of sobriety, “Oh, Miss Sargent, it was a terrible thing. He broke his neck.” Another time, several years later, I came to see him in his office and found him convulsed with merriment. “You know what happened?” he said. “My best customer just dropped dead.” One of his most hilarious anecdotes concerned the death of an old man, a wealthy soap manufacturer (“Miss Sargent, he was like an uncle to me”), who met his end in a Broadway hotel, signing checks for the entire floor show of the Rainbow Restaurant, twenty or thirty strapping blondes who crowded around the deathbed, guiding the fountain pen in his failing hand.


  Our doleful laughter finally penetrated to the corner where Elmer, the colored boy, had been sitting for days, brooding about his unpaid salary and a pair of field glasses that he wanted to buy for his R.O.T.C. work.


  “Mr. Sheer,” he murmured, “are you worried about this Caporello? I never did trust him myself, so when I put the bronze in the cab with him I took the driver’s number.” The atmosphere of the detective story had infected us all.


  Mr. Sheer was extremely proud of this quick-wittedness on Elmer’s part. “He’s a smart nigger,” he said. He even paid the boy his salary that Saturday, but was indignant when he learned that Elmer had used it to buy the field glasses, and so he did not pay him again for a long time. “That nigger played on my sympathies,” he said. “I thought I was contributing to the support of his poor old mother who does laundry.”


  The cab driver, whom we reached without difficulty, had been struck by the size of Custer’s Last Stand, and recalled at once that he had taken Caporello to Tympany’s. We telephoned Tympany’s and found that the little Italian had sold them the bronze, but was not to receive the check until the following day. Mr. Sheer could just as well have intervened himself, but he wanted, he said, “to have some fun with Caporello,” so he sent O’Bannon around to Tympany’s to nab Caporello as he came out with the money. The little man was trembling like a drug addict when he arrived, under escort, at the gallery door. He took his hundred dollars’ commission and scurried gratefully away, while Mr. Sheer and O’Bannon leaned back on the sofa and had a good laugh.


  Now that he had the money, it should have been simple enough to see the girl and get the diamonds. But, frightened and harried as he was, Mr. Sheer still shrank from the direct approach. In the first place, he said, O’Bannon would have to go along, and, in the second place, we would have to get someone to impersonate the owner of the diamonds. But why, I demanded. “You don’t understand how to handle these things,” he replied. He at length decided that his lady friend, Billie, who was a plump, pasty, semi-genteel matron, would be suitable for the part, and he spent the afternoon rehearsing her in the inner room. It was arranged that the three of them, O’Bannon, Billie, and Mr. Sheer, should confront the girl in her apartment the next morning.


  It was almost over. My sense of relief was so great that I bought Billie two cocktails before going to dinner.


  But once again, as in the case of Caporello, the human element in the plot he had constructed nearly betrayed Mr. Sheer. At nine-fifteen O’Bannon telephoned that he was sick in Flatbush and would not consider coming to town. Mr. Sheer went out to look for another detective, and the lawyer telephoned to say that he would be at police court at two in the afternoon, swearing out the warrant for Mr. Sheer’s arrest. “Without fail,” he added with satirical emphasis. Mr. Sheer came back at last with a tall, iron-gray detective who kept asserting that he knew the girl from the Starr Faithfull case, and a Negro detective who said nothing but eyed Elmer with steady suspicion. It was at this point we realized that Billie too had failed to appear. The colored detective finally found her, still drunk, in the apartment of an aviator. While we were waiting I told Mr. Sheer about the two cocktails. “It’s too bad, Miss Sargent, but you couldn’t have known it,” he said, mournfully. “She’s been on the wagon for two months and she’s a perfect lady when she’s sober.” At one o’clock I saw them all into a taxi, Billie wobbling, her eyes glazed, leaning on the arm of the colored man and trying to repeat her lines, Mr. Sheer admonishing her to try to forget them. “Don’t open your mouth, Billie,” he was saying. “When we get there, just grab a chair and sit down.”


  Bierman’s lawyer was on his way downtown when they strong-armed their way into an apartment in the Fifties, and found a small, snub-nosed blonde in a maraboued negligee huddled on her bed. The girl began to scream, protesting that she had changed her mind, that five hundred dollars was not enough, that she had never seen Mr. Sheer before. The Negro detective picked her up and slung her over his shoulder, announcing that he was taking her to the Fifty-second Street police station. Billie passed out in her chair. The girl began to struggle, and the negligee slipped off first one shoulder and then the other, and finally fell to the floor. At a sign from the gray-haired man the Negro released her, Mr. Sheer produced the money, and the girl, stark-naked and sobbing, dove under her bed, where about a dozen pairs of shoes lay scattered on the dusty floor. She scrabbled about among them, like a little pug dog, Mr. Sheer said, and began to pull stockings out of the shoes, wildly, at random. With the stockings came a quantity of diamonds, rings, bracelets, pins, and clips. The spectacle so unnerved Mr. Sheer that he could not remember at first which stones were Bierman’s. Hazily he selected a few, the Negro detective picked up Billie, who could no longer walk, and they went out, leaving the girl, still weeping, crouched on the floor in the attitude of a Hindu worshiper, before the little pile of diamonds.


  “I was so rattled,” Mr. Sheer said afterwards, “that it didn’t occur to me till we left the building that I should have claimed the whole outfit.”


  He smiled ruefully, and shook his head.


  


  One morning about a month later a short man with a broken nose came into the gallery.


  I had nearly forgotten about the Bierman affair. For a few days after Mr. Sheer had delivered the diamonds, we had discussed it as if it were a party we had gone to. But then a neurotic schnauzer had arrived from the West, and we were back in the dog-crystal business. And when the case was finished, it was utterly finished. We never saw or heard of any of the people again. Mr. Sheer could shut off sections of his life, as a submarine can shut off compartments, and still survive. The effect was so startling as to make you believe that the sections had never been real in the first place, that not only was there no Carew, but there was no girl, there were no diamonds. But this is impossible.


  I preferred at the time not to delve into Mr. Sheer’s version of the story, but to believe that he had somehow, unintentionally, got himself into a terrible quandary, and that, with my help, he had extricated himself honorably and would never lapse again. All my efforts were bent on keeping Mr. Sheer in a state of grace, and I stood guard over him as fiercely, as protectively and nervously, as if he had been a reformed drunkard. And, like the drunkard’s wife, I exuded optimism and respectability.


  This particular morning Mr. Sheer was out, but the broken nose and the checked suit the visitor was wearing told me at once that he was not a customer but a friend of Mr. Sheer’s. He spoke cordially to Elmer, looked appreciatively at all the things, and asked after business. Business was all right, I said, and my character of the cheerful secretary compelled me to add, “Mr. Sheer has sold quite a few things lately!”


  “Yes? I’m in the dog business myself, have been since I left the ring. People aren’t buying dogs, so I’m surprised to hear that they’re buying anything.”


  There was an unanswerable skepticism in the man’s tone, and I silently began to type a letter. I could hear him walking inquisitively about.


  “Say, you don’t remember a bronze he used to have? A big thing, Custer’s Last Stand, what became of it?”


  Elmer coughed violently in the corner.


  “Oh,” I said, happy to find myself on safe ground, “he sold that a long time ago.”


  “That’s fine. I hope he got a good price for it.”


  “Pretty good,” I admitted.


  He left almost at once, telling me to have Mr. Sheer call him. I was proceeding with the form letter I was typing (“I want you to be among the first to see a tapestry I have just received from abroad. I enclose a photograph, which, of course, can only give you the barest notion of the beauty of the original. This remarkable medieval subject” . . .), when Elmer’s voice came weakly from the corner.


  “Miss Sargent, I think I better tell you. That man is the owner of that bronze.”


  My hands dropped from the keys.


  “You mean that Mr. Sheer sold it and then didn’t tell him?”


  Elmer nodded.


  “It’s too bad,” he said, “it had to be him. He used to be the welterweight contender.”


  When he heard the news, Mr. Sheer did not rebuke me. It was bound to happen, he said. But he would have to pay up instantly, and pay not the six hundred dollars he had received for it but eight, which was the value the welterweight contender had originally set on his art treasure.


  “Elmer thinks he’s going to beat you up,” I said.


  “No,” said Mr. Sheer, and a ruminative smile lit up his pale, sharp face. “You know, Miss Sargent, it’s a funny thing, with all the crooked things I’ve done nobody’s ever taken a sock at me. Why do you suppose that is?”


  “I don’t know, Mr. Sheer,” I said sadly.


  The word was out at last. I was gratified in a way that Mr. Sheer had admitted the truth, but depressed by the casual, accidental manner in which it had slipped out, as if that “crooked” were taken for granted by Mr. Sheer, accepted by him as an unalterable part of his personality. My vision of a reformed, transfigured Mr. Sheer began reluctantly to dissolve, as I perceived that there was no possibility of reform because there was no practical basis for it, because, in other words (and now I knew it), there was no merchandise. I saw the nub of Mr. Sheer’s business tragedy: he was continually being forced, by the impatience of a creditor, to sell somebody else’s property below cost. In order to make good in the Bierman case he had had to sell an eight-hundred-dollar bronze for six hundred, and to make good for the bronze he would have to sell a thousand-dollar tapestry for eight hundred, and to make good for that he would have to sell a twelve-hundred-dollar chalice for a thousand, and so on—in short, every time he sold a picture he not only ran the risk of a jail sentence, but he lost money. Of course, in reality, it was not Mr. Sheer who lost money (since he had none to lose); it was always the last creditor who was the potential loser, and if that chain of debt were ever to break, it would be the ultimate creditor who would have to bear the accumulated losses. Mr. Sheer did not allow himself to imagine that the chain could break; rather, he looked forward to a time when by a Big Sale he would loosen it voluntarily; meanwhile he clung to it as a lifebelt. “If I can only keep two jumps ahead of the sheriff, I’ll be all right,” he said.


  But I could not make myself believe in the Big Sale, and the sheriff, it seemed to me, was gaining. The landlord, the telephone company, the stationers were pressing in; Elmer had not been paid and he looked sullen and hungry. We had a gallery full of objects that nobody wanted, and that, in any case, it would be criminal to sell. Billie was drunk and telephoning every fifteen minutes, threatening to commit suicide. Mr. Sheer’s jocular brutality (“Go ahead, Billie, I’m glad to hear it; I’ll give you a fine funeral”) reminded me of something I had been trying to forget, the picture of a little, white, pug-nosed chorus girl weeping and struggling in the Negro detective’s grip. The day was hot, the dog’s cage needed cleaning, and I thought that perhaps I had better quit.


  But how was Mr. Sheer going to get the eight hundred dollars to pay for the bronze? I would see him through this difficulty, I resolved, and then go.


  He was walking up and down in front of a very large Japanese silk screen which showed a deer hunt in progress. It had started out in life as a hanging and had been cut up into panels by Mr. Sheer himself, so that, as he said, it would not take up so much space. In spite of this mutilation, it was probably the most authentic thing we had, and all summer we had been asking twelve hundred dollars for it.


  “If I marked that down to eight,” he said in a meditative tone, “Mrs. La Plante would jump at it.”


  Mrs. La Plante was the lady with the toy spaniels, the widow of a theater operator, who always looked as if she were going through the customs. She dearly loved a bargain, and various merchants had so overstocked her with possessions that she wore a dozen rings, strung five or six necklaces around her neck, pinned odd bits of priceless lace at her bosom and wrists, and carried two fur stoles even on the hottest summer days. Mr. Sheer could have sold her everything in the gallery, if he had put his mind to it, sold her the things and then kept them on display, since previous purchases had left not an inch of free space in her house, and whenever she made an acquisition nowadays she simply left it with the dealer, dropping in from time to time to enjoy its beauties.


  In fact, this fat old lady was the perfect customer. She was passionately hospitable with her comfortable house in Long Beach, where there was plenty to eat, plenty to drink, and a swimming pool to cool off in. Early in the summer Mr. Sheer had spent several week ends there, and it was then that those abortive negotiations for the toy spaniel crystal necklace had taken place. But all at once he had stopped going, and, though Mrs. La Plante would telephone repeatedly, he would always refuse, with a hungry nostalgia in his eyes.


  At first I regarded his behavior as perverse, and used to remonstrate with him about it. Mrs. La Plante was just a bargain hunter, he would answer; a dealer had to cheat himself every time he sold her anything. I would conjure up the free meals, the drinks, and he would reply that Mrs. La Plante had too many people on the place. Naturally, Mrs. La Plante was such a Very Good Thing that Mr. Sheer was not the first nor the last to get wind of her, and it was true, as I began to notice, that Mr. Sheer was shy. He avoided strangers, particularly in large groups, and the volume of our correspondence testified to the fact that he would rather tackle a customer by mail, though this was a notoriously ineffective sales approach, than by telephone or in person. He found it still more comfortable to communicate with a customer through a letter written by someone else; in that way Mr. Sheer hardly figured in the deal at all. It was because I composed the letters that Mr. Sheer considered me invaluable as a stenographer; before my day he used to persuade a couple of elderly Country Life journalists to dictate descriptions of the new items to the girl in the office, descriptions which, as I discovered from the files, had had an odd sporting flavor. “This is a champion,” a letter would announce of a fine faïence vase.


  Nevertheless, I could not believe that it was the fear of meeting all the other gentlemen of the luxury trades that kept Mr. Sheer away from Mrs. La Plante’s. Perhaps there had been some question of quid pro quo, and he had defended himself as stoutly as Hippolytus.


  There was certainly something stoical about his face, as, accepting the loan of the train fare from me, he set out that week end for Long Beach.


  He returned on Monday morning, hollow-eyed. Two well-dressed young men with excellent manners escorted him into the gallery. “This is Fred, Miss Sargent, and this is Ernest,” he said. “They drove me in.” In some indefinable way they seemed like a bodyguard.


  “She bought the screen,” he announced when we were alone, “but, Miss Sargent, I’ll never do it again. I didn’t get a wink of sleep.”


  I did not answer. I knew that what Mr. Sheer had done was absolutely necessary, yet I found myself unable to stifle my distaste.


  “Oh, Miss Sargent, it was terrible,” he said, and took a long breath.


  “You don’t have to tell me about it,” I said angrily.


  “You mean you could see it?” he asked.


  “See what?”


  “About the boys . . .”


  Mrs. La Plante, Mr. Sheer explained, had lately been monopolized by three young men—a dress designer, a decorator, and a real-estate operator—who were exploiting the old lady far more systematically than any previous parasites had done. It was the decorator and the real-estate man I had just met. No one before had ever been able to tolerate more than a week end at a time of Mrs. La Plante’s conversation, but the three young men were now living on the premises, doing needlework, knitting, and playing with the toy spaniels. They were not gigolos in the ordinary sense; they were just good company. To Mrs. La Plante they were her dear boys, and they in turn were fiercely possessive about the old lady, so possessive that they made a week-end visit a nightmare for an outsider. A jeweler had found a garter snake in his bed; a furrier had got a Mickey Finn; Mr. Sheer had been ducked, wearing one of his two suits, in the swimming pool—and Mrs. La Plante had been in a continuous spasm of merriment. “The boys make me young again,” she told Mr. Sheer. One by one, the ordinary merchants had dropped off. Mr. Sheer had hung on for a while, but even he could not sustain it. “They’re so petty and malicious, Miss Sargent,” he complained. “It broke my heart to see the way they were milking that innocent old lady.” When the boys had begun to demand commissions on any purchases Mrs. La Plante made, Mr. Sheer had given up.


  This week end Mr. Sheer had been subjected to a more advanced form of torture. The house was bulging with the boys and their friends, with the result that Mr. Sheer had had to share a room with Fred, the decorator.


  “In the same bed?” I asked.


  Mr. Sheer nodded mournfully. “I was afraid to go to sleep.”


  For two nights he had lain tense and watchful while the decorator tossed restlessly from side to side. In the morning, just as Mr. Sheer was dropping off, the young man had let all thirty-one toy spaniels into the room. They had jumped on the bed, and both days Mr. Sheer had waked up screaming. Mrs. La Plante had come out in a fur-trimmed dressing-gown and asked him if he had a guilty conscience.


  “I’ll never do it again,” he repeated, and that afternoon he took a nap on the velvet sofa in the inner room.


  But perhaps, after all, Mrs. La Plante was lonely with only the boys for company. At any rate, a few days later, she telephoned Mr. Sheer with a new project for having the toy spaniels pose in groups. With the bait dangling before him, Mr. Sheer’s resolution wilted. He went out to Long Beach for the night. Then he went out for two week ends in succession. The house was just as crowded; Mr. Sheer’s offers to sleep on the couch in the living room were politely brushed aside; so that after each visit Mr. Sheer would have to spend several afternoons napping on our musty sofa. It did not make any difference, though, for during this period, with the exception of Mrs. La Plante, we had no customers.


  It was so hot indeed that even Mr. Sheer’s creditors slackened in their attentions. Having nothing else to do, Mr. Sheer let his mind play on the problem of the boys. It no longer appeared to him insuperable. His first idea was to make friends with them. They were not necessarily, he said, a closed corporation. Two weeks before he had dismissed them as nauseating creatures; now he took a more tolerant attitude. After all, they could not help it if they were born that way, he said. The effect of the friendship offensive he instantly launched was to demoralize the office. The boys overran the gallery, criticizing the objects, making long-distance calls to their entire acquaintance on the Atlantic seaboard, and harrowing the colored boy with indecent proposals. They had to be taken out to lunch whenever they were in town, and they insisted on either Maillard’s or Schrafft’s. Finally the little decorator, Mr. Sheer’s bedfellow, stole five dollars out of my purse, and I offered Mr. Sheer his choice: them or me. Mr. Sheer advised me absently not to be petty, but he began to relax his attentions to the boys, for it was plain, whatever my feelings, that the friendship offensive was not working out. The boys were using their familiarity with Mr. Sheer’s affairs to manufacture new and factually documented slanders for Mrs. La Plante’s ears. A short acquaintance with Caporello, who was timidly coming around again, inspired them to say that Mr. Sheer was a silver forger and all his pieces were copies. (So far as I know, this was not true. Certainly many of his attributions were imaginative. He would walk up and down in front of a Japanese lacquer box for a long time, with narrowed eyes, communing with it, and finally he would let a light break on his face and exclaim, perhaps for my benefit, perhaps simply for his own, “Why, that must belong to the Heian period!” From that time on, the box would be dated. But this generous exercise of the critical faculty had little in common with Caporello’s artisanship. He would have nothing to do with the modern copies of Queen Anne silver that the Italian brought around from time to time—coffee pots or tankards with the old hallmark skillfully welded on. “You can say what you want, Miss Sargent,” he told me once, “but I’d never stoop that low.” Apparently, there was some borderline, imperceptible to the normal moral eye, which he would have felt it degrading to cross; and I had hurt his feelings more than once before I learned to watch for it.)


  At any rate, the more friendly Mr. Sheer became with the boys, the more chilly Mrs. La Plante’s manner grew. Mr. Sheer thought it over. He would take a leaf out of their book, he decided, and expose the boys to Mrs. La Plante. He got hold of a night-club proprietor, a former theatrical associate of the dead Mr. La Plante, and primed him to visit Mrs. La Plante and make her the following speech. “Mrs. La Plante, it has come to my ears that you are associating with Fred So-and-So, Ernest So-and-So, and another of their ilk. Mrs. La Plante, I could hardly believe it to be true when my good friend, Mr. Sheer, informed me of the fact. Mr. Sheer, of course, is an unworldly man, and he knew nothing against the boys. He told me of your friendship merely as a matter of interest. But I myself am a worldly man. I have heard of these men, and I tell you, Mrs. La Plante, Peter La Plante would turn over in his grave if he knew of this. Why, Mrs. La Plante, those men are degenerates, those men are homosexuals!”


  The night-club proprietor did go out to Long Beach and faithfully delivered the warning. Unfortunately, the whole thing fell extraordinarily flat owing to the fact that Mrs. La Plante did not know what a homosexual was, and, as the night-club man pointed out later, it was no use at her age trying to tell her. After this, Mr. Sheer gave up again. For a second time, the toy spaniel necklace had to be abandoned, and the office was quiet once more.


  It was about this time that the telephone was shut off. The boys with their long-distance calls had given it the coup de grâce. We carried on without it, increasing, to make up for our inaccessibility, the volume of our correspondence. But after ten days of this our stationery was used up, and the stationers declined to print any more until the bill had been paid. We were now completely cut off from the outside world, and, though Mr. Sheer finally discovered a stationer who would give him credit, a week went by while we waited for the new paper to be finished, a week during which I did nothing—it was September now, but too hot even to read in the office. When at last it came, it did not, as Mr. Sheer said, have the same quality as the old; still, he was prepared to make the best of it. I was just starting on a new series of letters when they came and took the typewriter away.


  The typewriter had seemed to me the one solid, permanent object in the gallery, but this, too, did not belong to Mr. Sheer. It had been rented from an agency.


  I decided to quit. The means of performing my duties no longer existed; I had been rendered impotent by creditors. Working for Mr. Sheer, moreover, had come to be a luxury for me. I had not been paid for some time, and I was supplying Mr. Sheer with a stream of nickels and dimes which he poured into the pay-telephone box in the lobby of the building. Also I had got to know Mr. Sheer so well that it was impossible for me to leave the gallery at six and carry with me the conviction that he had no way of getting a meal. So, unless one of us had another invitation, I had fallen into the habit of buying his dinner. Mr. Sheer was a connoisseur of the eighty-five-cent table d’hôte restaurants. We would eat and he would tell me stories of his past. It was not until much later that I realized how extraordinarily happy Mr. Sheer had been all through that terrible summer. At the time, I was sorry for him in the conventional way, but still I could not afford it. And, in any case, I told myself, it was just a question of time before the pack caught up with Mr. Sheer, and, somehow, I did not want to be in at the kill.


  Yet, after I had quit, when I would come back to see him, Mr. Sheer would still be there, the colored boy would still be there, and, as I have said, another girl would be in my place, with another typewriter. I would always scan the building directory downstairs to see if the Savile Galleries were still listed. For a long time they were, but then one day not a week after I had seen Mr. Sheer, the name was gone, and there was no forwarding address. The lifebelt, I presumed, had broken.


  


  But it was not quite over. More than a year later I discovered him by accident in a much larger and more impressive gallery tucked away in an arcade off Forty-seventh Street. He was still wearing the same suit, and the new gallery was like an enlargement of the old. He had taken Elmer and the red and green velvet drapes with him, the rooms were dark, and the priests’ robes glimmering down from the walls seemed exactly the same. I noticed a few horse sculptures, which were a departure, and there was a new and curious collection of Louis Quinze love seats, rented, he said, from a theatrical warehouse.


  I complimented him on his new surroundings.


  “I’ll be evicted any day,” he whispered.


  But he was in buoyant spirits. He showed me a pocketful of summonses as another man might have flashed a bankroll. There must have been twenty of them at least. “I think they’ve got me this time,” he said, and forced his face to assume that funereal expression that he felt the decorum of his predicament required.


  “People tell me I ought to go into bankruptcy. But I hate to do it now. Did you see those horse sculptures?” I nodded. “It’s a big thing, Miss Sargent, much bigger than the dogs. I’ve made a lot of wonderful new contacts, and I’d hate to go through court now. You know, Miss Sargent, there are a lot of things I wouldn’t like to have come out. Nothing wrong, you know, but . . .”


  “Yes,” I said.


  Two days later he was in jail. He telephoned me from there to ask if I could advance him a hundred dollars. He had failed to meet payments on a judgment against him, and the sheriff had picked him up for contempt of court.


  I was sorry, I said, but I really didn’t have a hundred dollars.


  “I didn’t think you would, Miss Sargent. I just thought you’d like to hear about it. There are people here that have been here for years. Mostly alimony cases. You’d get a kick out of it.”


  If he could wait a day, I said, I would try to raise the money for him.


  “No,” he answered doubtfully, “I don’t want to do that. There’s a kind of stigma attached to spending the night in jail. . . .”


  The next day he was gone. The debt had been paid at three in the morning, they told me at the jail. I hurried up to the fine new gallery, but he was not there. A furniture van was parked out in front, the gallery door was open, and most of the hangings had been taken off the walls. The phone was ringing through the empty rooms. On an irrational, hopeful impulse I ran to answer it, thinking how providential if now at the ultimate moment this should be the Big Sale that would save him. But it was a sweet-voiced girl from the telephone company asking about the bill. I would speak to Mr. Sheer, I said; it was doubtless an oversight. I waited all afternoon, till the last familiar vase had been carted off, till they took away the chair I was sitting on, but he did not come back, and no one knew where he had gone.


  


  Several years later, as I was coming out of a theater one night, a man touched my elbow. There was something furtive about the gesture, and I turned indignantly. I faced an apotheosis of Mr. Sheer, tall and ruddy, barbered and tailored, exuding a faint, chic fragrance of Caron’s “Pour l’Homme.” The radiant prosperity of his appearance led me to conclude at once that he had returned to that mysterious underworld from which he had come. There was a pathos of moral defeat about the idea; nevertheless, it was a relief to think that Mr. Sheer had at last ceased to strive.


  But he was handing me a card he had selected from his breast pocket, and on it I read the name of a reputable antique dealer, and below it, in smaller letters, the words, I. F. SHEER, THE SPORTSMAN’S CORNER.


  It was true. He took me around at midnight to see the place, and there was his private office paneled in knotty pine, his secretary’s cubbyhole next to it, and two rooms full of objects of every sort, sculptures in wood and bronze, tapestries, vases, urns, silk panels and screens, rings and earrings, book-ends and doorstops—all of them dealing with a single theme, sport through the ages. There was a Persian horse that anticipated the one that was later shown in the great Persian Exhibition; and in a glass case a gold Cretan dagger with a boar hunt on it. The medieval tapestries and the Japanese cloisonné enamels depicted various aspects of the chase, and a good-sized modern bronze showed a wrestling match in progress. “I’ve got everything,” he said in a jubilant whisper, “except an Egyptian tomb painting.” It was true. He had really covered the subject. And what was most remarkable to me was the fact that all these objects had an air of expensive authenticity. I believed in the Persian horse; I could almost believe in the dagger. He showed me over the main gallery, which was even more emphatically, quietly elegant. The collection was miscellaneous—he pointed out a dinner service that had belonged to Franz Joseph, some Pisanello medallions of the Este family, an early rosary, and a prie-dieu that he said had been used by Queen Elizabeth. Yet, ill-assorted as these objects were, they had been tellingly arranged: there was nothing here to suggest the auction room or the second-hand shop. When I had seen the gallery, he had me admire the clothes he was wearing, and they, too, were the McCoy, suit by Tripler, shirt by McLaughlin, tie by Sulka, down to the socks by Saks Fifth Avenue.


  Yet there was something about that night in that dark gallery, lit only by reflectors shining down on tapestries and gold lacquer panels, about Mr. Sheer as he tiptoed from room to room on thick-piled carpets, that made me, following at his heels, feel like a prowler. All the while he was telling me how he came to be there, how the Hermitage Galleries had lifted him out of the gutter and made him a salesman, how he had sold and sold until he was head of his own department, how he would soon become a partner, all that while I had a strong sense that we had no right to be there, I was listening for the knock of the night watchman who would order us away.


  His success story seemed to me incredible and I could see, by his excitement in relating it, that he found it so too. Later on, when I saw him in daylight, ingratiating with customers, man-to-man with his partners, authoritative to the office girls, I could believe it and even find reasons to justify it—he had been hired, of course, because in his way he had been a pioneer, selling bric-a-brac to rich dog and horse people who, under ordinary circumstances, could never have been induced to set foot in a dealer’s gallery. With his dog crystals he had built up a new sort of clientele, whom he now carried along with him on his great voyage of discovery. And it was precisely his character as a discoverer that endeared him to his clients, gauche and untried themselves in the mysteries of connoisseurship. How, they must have asked themselves, could this man trick us as they say art dealers do; he is too ill-informed, too naïve, in fact too much like ourselves.


  But Mr. Sheer did not understand the reasons for his success, and therefore it made him uneasy. That night I could see that he, too, felt like a trespasser on those well-appointed, cultured premises, and this sense of unlawful entry filled him with both shame and pride. He was moving out of the sporting field, he said; already he was dickering for a tapestry that had been designed by Rembrandt; in the goldsmith’s field there was Cellini; in bronze, Verrocchio and Donatello. And there were even bigger things to be done. Look at the stuff Hearst had bought, whole rooms at a time. And this fellow who had made a fortune selling the Romanoff collection. . . . But as his voice rose with the great names, there was apprehension in it. The new merchandise would bring new problems. With the sporting subjects he knew where he stood: it was easy enough to demonstrate the points of a hound. But what, exactly, were the points of a Cellini?


  He wanted me, he said, to teach him.


  I agreed that night to give him lessons in good English, and in the jargon of art criticism, though I privately felt that it would be the ruin of his career if he ever learned how to patronize his customers.


  Fortunately for Mr. Sheer, as a student he did not make rapid progress. Our lessons would take place at lunch, at dinner, at the theater, or, often, late at night or on Sunday afternoon, in the dark, empty gallery. I tried to teach him terms like Byzantine and baroque, but, as I soon discovered, he was chiefly interested in acquiring a string of hyperbolical adjectives to describe his stock. And it was more important to him to learn how to pronounce Longchamps correctly than to memorize the parts of speech.


  It was something different from good English, I began to realize, that he wanted from me.


  When he passed into the final stage of his business development and became a partner, Mr. Sheer achieved his ambition—to enter a rich man’s house by the front door, as a guest. First there had been stag evenings with visiting Middle Western businessmen, but before long, at Aiken, at Palm Beach, on Long Island, Mr. Sheer would now and then be included in the larger cocktail parties. Deeply as he desired these invitations, he could only enjoy them in anticipation and in retrospect. The parties themselves were torture for him. His fear of committing a solecism combined with his shyness in crowds to bleach his conversation to an unnatural neutrality. On the offensive, he restricted himself to the most general statements about politics, the weather, the women’s dresses, the state of business; on the defensive, he held off his interlocutor with all the Really’s and You-don’t-say’s and the Well-isn’t-that-interesting’s of the would-be Good Listener.


  Still, this was the apogee of his career, and he knew it. What puzzled him, what at first he could hardly believe, was the fact that he was unhappy. He grew more and more dependent on the evenings we would spend together, exchanging stories of the disreputable old days. “Margaret,” he would tell me, “it’s a funny thing, but you’re the only person I have a good time with any more.” He explained this by saying that he could “be himself” with me, but there was more to it than that. For one thing, I was dear to him because I was the only one who knew. In my mind he could see as in his own the two Mr. Sheers, the pale, perspiring Mr. Sheer of the past and the resplendent Mr. Sheer of the present. The wonderful, miraculous contrast was alive in me as it was in no one else. What was becoming infinitely saddening to him in his own success story was that he could never allow anyone to know what a success story it was. The old Mr. Sheer had to be kept under cover, and his new friends could only presume that the present Mr. Sheer had sprung full-blown from the head of the Hermitage Galleries.


  Moreover, though in the first flush of success, at the time of his greatest happiness, the two Mr. Sheers must have been equally alive and equally vigorous, now in the daily atmosphere of respectability, the old Mr. Sheer was atrophying. Mr. Hyde had turned into Dr. Jekyll, and it required the strongest drugs to get him to go back to his original state. The reminiscences we exchanged were but one of the drugs. Mr. Sheer tried a number of other methods.


  In the first place, as I have said, he liked to haunt the gallery out of business hours. Where he had once felt genuinely like a trespasser, he now tried to revive that feeling by imitating the behavior that went with it. But no policeman, no Holmes Protective man, ever halted him, no matter what time of night he came, for now the Fifty-seventh Street police knew him and greeted him with respect.


  He produced another imitation of his former character by moving back and forth from one hotel to another. One week he would be at the St. Regis, the next at the Gotham, the next at the Weylin, and so on, until he had made the rounds of the second-string fashionable hotels, when he would start over again. But this elusiveness was synthetic, for now his secretary could always find him. His position as a successful man required that.


  In the same way, he would try to inject a little color into his business life by the practice of minor chicaneries. Any large-scale operations were out of the question, for the bookkeeper kept the accounts and handled the money. But he could concoct fabulous histories of the pieces he sold, could suppress an undesirable attribution, could add a signature where none had been before, and happily obliterate what he felt were picayune distinctions between period replicas and originals by a master. He could also reveal business confidences and make promises that were impossible to keep. If he could have had his way, every sale would have been a little conspiracy: in his eyes, the price being equal, it was better to sell a Gobelin tapestry as a Beauvais than to sell it as a Gobelin. I have even watched him trying to persuade himself (and this was the inevitable first step in the process of deception) that a Degas bronze was not a Degas at all, but a Rodin.


  Yet, like his personal elusiveness, this slipperiness in business was largely unreal. In the first place, it was unnecessary: he had reached a point in his career where the things he handled could be sold on their merits. In the second place, though it should have been dangerous, though indeed he desired it to be dangerous, his secretary and his partners kept a diligent watch over him to prevent him from hurting himself. They were always ready to intervene with “Mr. Sheer made a mistake, he has so many things on his mind, we will correct the error.” He was in the position of a rich kleptomaniac whose family is perpetually on hand to turn her thefts into purchases.


  As time passed, it became increasingly difficult for Mr. Sheer to regard his life as an imposture. He still believed that he could “be himself” with me, but actually our conversations were more and more taken up with politics, the weather, the women’s dresses, the state of business, till the outlaw Mr. Sheer I dined with was practically indistinguishable from the Mr. Sheer one met at the gallery or at a hunt breakfast somewhere in New Jersey. It was plain, at last, that Mr. Sheer had not imposed on the business world and used it for his own delight, but that the business world had used Mr. Sheer, rejecting the useless or outmoded parts of him. He had not, as he first thought, outwitted anybody, but he had somehow, imperceptibly, been outwitted himself.


  Yet masquerade was life to Mr. Sheer. He could not bear to succeed in his own personality, any more than an unattractive woman can bear to be loved for herself. So he began, indirectly, unwittingly, to try to fail. It was distressing to watch him, for even here he was conforming to the conventions of the businessman’s world. This Mr. Sheer who had once hunted danger, joyously, down a hundred strange byways, was now walking glumly down a well-trodden road into the jaws of a respectable ruin.


  He had a love affair with his best client’s wife, and he played the stock market. Both of these ventures he pursued with a terrible listlessness. He could hardly bother to follow his stocks in the newspaper, or to telephone the lady for whom he was risking so much. It was only when his broker sold him out, and when he brought the lady home to her husband with her evening dress wrong-side-out, that his spirits revived, and he would dwell on the two misfortunes with his old rueful delight.


  The Hermitage Galleries, however, saw him through, and the client, who had been looking for a pretext to break with his wife, readily forgave him. Mr. Sheer grew more despondent than ever, and his health began to worry him. He had a masseur in the morning, and he went to a gymnasium in the evening; he subjected himself to basal-metabolism tests, urinalyses, blood counts, took tonics to pep him up and bromides to quiet him and was still, unaccountably, tired. Last year they took out his appendix and his teeth; when he recovered, he had not lost that daily, dragging fatigue, but only acquired an appetite for the knife.


  I saw him off to the hospital recently to have his gall bladder removed.


  “It’s a very dangerous operation, Margaret; it may be the death of me,” he said.


  And for the first time in many weeks he giggled irrepressibly.


  


  *An extract from memoirs begun by the heroine.


  THREE


  The Man in the Brooks Brothers Shirt


  


  THE new man who came into the club car was coatless. He was dressed in gray trousers and a green shirt of expensive material that had what seemed to be the figure “2” embroidered in darker green on the sleeve. His tie matched the green of the monogram, and his face, which emerged rather sharply from this tasteful symphony in cool colors, was blush pink. The greater part of his head appeared to be pink, also, though actually toward the back there was a good deal of closely cropped pale-gray hair that harmonized with his trousers. He looked, she decided, like a middle-aged baby, like a young pig, like something in a seed catalogue. In any case, he was plainly Out of the Question, and the hope that had sprung up, as for some reason it always did, with the sound of a new step soft on the flowered Pullman carpet, died a new death. Already the trip was half over. They were now several hours out of Omaha; nearly all the Chicago passengers had put in an appearance; and still there was no one, no one at all. She must not mind, she told herself; the trip West was of no importance; yet she felt a curious, shamefaced disappointment, as if she had given a party and no guests had come.


  She turned again to the lady on her left, her vis-à-vis at breakfast, a person with dangling earrings, a cigarette holder, and a lorgnette, who was somebody in the New Deal and carried about with her a typewritten report of the hearings of some committee which she was anxious to discuss. The man in the green shirt crowded himself into a love seat directly opposite, next to a young man with glasses and loud socks who was reading Vincent Sheean’s Personal History. Sustaining her end of a well-bred, well-informed, liberal conversation, she had an air of perfect absorption and earnestness, yet she became aware, without ever turning her head, that the man across the way had decided to pick her up. Full of contempt for the man, for his coatlessness, for his color scheme, for his susceptibility, for his presumption, she nevertheless allowed her voice to rise a little in response to him. The man countered by turning to his neighbor and saying something excessively audible about Vincent Sheean. The four voices, answering each other, began to give an antiphonal effect, Vincent Sheean was a fine fellow, she heard him pronounce; he could vouch for it, he knew him personally. The bait was crude, she reflected. She would have preferred the artificial fly to the angleworm, but still. . . . After all, he might have done worse; judged by eternal standards, Sheean might not be much, but in the cultural atmosphere of the Pullman car, Sheean was a titan. Moreover, if one judged the man by his intention, one could not fail to be touched. He was doing his best to please her. He had guessed from her conversation that she was an intellectual, and was placing the name of Sheean as a humble offering at her feet. And the simple vulgarity of the offering somehow enhanced its value; it was like one of those home-made cakes with Paris-green icing that she used to receive on her birthday from her colored maid.


  Her own neighbor must finally have noticed a certain displacement of attention, for she got up announcing that she was going in to lunch, and her tone was stiff with reproof and disappointment so that she seemed, for a moment, this rococo suffragette, like a nun who discovers that her favorite novice lacks the vocation. As she tugged open the door to go out, a blast of hot Nebraska air rushed into the club car, where the air-cooling system had already broken down.


  The girl in the seat had an impulse to follow her. It would surely be cooler in the diner, where there was not so much glass. If she stayed and let the man pick her up, it would be a question of eating lunch together, and there would be a little quarrel about the check, and if she let him win she would have him on her hands all the way to Sacramento. And he was certain to be tiresome. That emblem in Gothic script spelled out the self-made man. She could foresee the political pronouncements, the pictures of the wife and children, the hand squeezed under the table. Nothing worse than that, fortunately, for the conductors on those trains were always very strict. Still, the whole thing would be so vulgar; one would expose oneself so to the derision of the other passengers. It was true, she was always wanting something exciting and romantic to happen; but it was not really romantic to be the-girl-who-sits-in-the-club-car-and-picks-up-men. She closed her eyes with a slight shudder: some predatory view of herself had been disclosed for an instant. She heard her aunt’s voice saying, “I don’t know why you make yourself so cheap,” and “It doesn’t pay to let men think you’re easy.” Then she was able to open her eyes again, and smile a little, patronizingly, for of course it hadn’t worked out that way. The object of her trip was, precisely, to tell her aunt in Portland that she was going to be married again.


  She settled down in her seat to wait and began to read an advance copy of a new novel. When the man would ask her what-that-book-is-you’re-so-interested-in (she had heard the question before), she would be able to reply in a tone so simple and friendly that it could not give offense, “Why, you probably haven’t heard of it. It’s not out yet.” (Yet, she thought, she had not brought the book along for purposes of ostentation: it had been given her by a publisher’s assistant who saw her off at the train, and now she had nothing else to read. So, really, she could not be accused of insincerity. Unless it could be that her whole way of life had been assumed for purposes of ostentation, and the book, which looked accidental, was actually part of that larger and truly deliberate scheme. If it had not been this book, it would have been something else, which would have served equally well to impress a pink middle-aged stranger.)


  The approach, when it came, was more unorthodox than she had expected. The man got up from his seat and said, “Can I talk to you?” Her retort, “What have you got to say?” rang off-key in her own ears. It was as if Broadway had answered Indiana. For a moment the man appeared to be taken aback, but then he laughed. “Why, I don’t know; nothing special. We can talk about that book, I guess.”


  She liked him, and with her right hand made a gesture that meant, “All right, go on.” The man examined the cover. “I haven’t heard about this. It must be new.”


  “Yes.” Her reply had more simplicity in it than she would have thought she could achieve. “It isn’t out yet. This is an advance copy.”


  “I’ve read something else by this fellow. He’s good.”


  “You have?” cried the girl in a sharp, suspicious voice. It was incredible that this well-barbered citizen should not only be familiar with but have a taste for the work of an obscure revolutionary novelist. On the other hand, it was incredible that he should be lying. The artless and offhand manner in which he pronounced the novelist’s name indicated no desire to shine, indicated in fact that he placed no value on that name, that it was to him a name like Hervey Allen or Arthur Brisbane or Westbrook Pegler or any other. Two alternatives presented themselves: either the man belonged to that extraordinary class of readers who have perfect literary digestions, who can devour anything printed, retaining what suits them, eliminating what does not, and liking all impartially, because, since they take what they want from each, they are always actually reading the same book (she had had a cousin who was like that about the theater, and she remembered how her aunt used to complain, saying, “It’s no use asking Cousin Florence whether the show at the stock company is any good this week; Cousin Florence has never seen a bad play”)—either that, or else the man had got the name confused and was really thinking of some popular writer all the time.


  Still, the assertion, shaky as it was, had given him status with her. It was as if he had spoken a password, and with a greater sense of assurance and propriety, she went on listening to his talk. His voice was rather rich and dark; the accent was Middle Western, but underneath the nasalities there was something soft and furry that came from the South. He lived in Cleveland, he told her, but his business kept him on the go a good deal; he spent nearly half his time in New York.


  “You do?” she exclaimed, her spirits rising. “What is your business?” Her original view of him had already begun to dissolve, and it now seemed to her that the instant he had entered the club car she had sensed that he was no ordinary provincial entrepreneur.


  “I’m a traveling salesman,” he replied genially.


  In a moment she recognized that this was a joke, but not before he had caught her look of absolute dismay and panic. He leaned toward her and laughed. “If it sounds any better to you,” he said, “I’m in the steel business.”


  “It doesn’t,” she replied, recovering herself, making her words prim with political disapproval. But he knew; she had given herself away; he had trapped her features in an expression of utter snobbery.


  “You’re a pink, I suppose,” he said, as if he had noticed nothing. “It’d sound better to you if I said I was a burglar.”


  “Yes,” she acknowledged, with a comic air of frankness, and they both laughed. Much later, he gave her a business card that said he was an executive in Little Steel, but he persisted in describing himself as a traveling salesman, and she saw at last that it was an accident that the joke had turned on her: the joke was a wry, humble, clownish one that he habitually turned on himself.


  When he asked if she would join him in a drink before lunch, she accepted readily. “Let’s go into the diner, though. It may be cooler.”


  “I’ve got a bottle of whisky in my compartment. I know it’s cool there.”


  Her face stiffened. A compartment was something she had not counted on. But she did not know (she never had known) how to refuse. She felt bitterly angry with the man for having exposed her—so early—to this supreme test of femininity, a test she was bound to fail, since she would either go into the compartment, not wanting to (and he would know this and feel contempt for her malleability), or she would stay out of the compartment, wanting to have gone in (and he would know this, too, and feel contempt for her timidity).


  The man looked at her face.


  “Don’t worry,” he said in a kind, almost fatherly voice. “It’ll be perfectly proper. I promise to leave the door open.” He took her arm and gave it a slight, reassuring squeeze, and she laughed out loud, delighted with him for having, as she thought, once again understood and spared her.


  In the compartment, which was off the club car, it was cooler. The highballs, gold in the glasses, tasted, as her own never did, the way they looked in the White Rock advertisements. There was something about the efficiency with which his luggage, in brown calf, was disposed in that small space, about the white coat of the black waiter who kept coming in with fresh ice and soda, about the chicken sandwiches they finally ordered for lunch, that gave her that sense of ritualistic “rightness” that the Best People are supposed to bask in. The open door contributed to this sense: it was exactly as if they were drinking in a show window, for nobody went by who did not peer in, and she felt that she could discern envy, admiration, and censure in the quick looks that were shot at her. The man sat at ease, unconscious of these attentions, but she kept her back straight, her shoulders high with decorum, and let her bare arms rise and fall now and then in short parabolas of gesture.


  But if for the people outside she was playing the great lady, for the man across the table she was the Bohemian Girl. It was plain that she was a revelation to him, that he had never under the sun seen anyone like her. And he was quizzing her about her way of life with the intense, unashamed, wondering curiosity of a provincial seeing for the first time the sights of a great but slightly decadent city. Answering his questions she was able to see herself through his eyes (brown eyes, which were his only good feature, but which somehow matched his voice and thus enhanced the effect, already striking, of his having been put together by a good tailor). What she got from his view of her was a feeling of uniqueness and identity, a feeling she had once had when, at twenty, she had come to New York and had her first article accepted by a liberal weekly, but which had slowly been rubbed away by four years of being on the inside of the world that had looked magic from Portland, Oregon. Gradually, now, she was becoming very happy, for she knew for sure in this compartment that she was beautiful and gay and clever, and worldly and innocent, serious and frivolous, capricious and trustworthy, witty and sad, bad and really good, all mixed up together, all at the same time. She could feel the power running in her, like a medium on a particularly good night.


  As these multiple personalities bloomed on the single stalk of her ego, a great glow of charity, like the flush of life, suffused her. This man, too, must be admitted into the mystery; this stranger must be made to open and disclose himself like a Japanese water flower. With a messianic earnestness she began to ask him questions, and though at first his answers displayed a sort of mulish shyness (“I’m just a traveling salesman,” “I’m a suburban businessman,” “I’m an economic royalist”), she knew that sooner or later he would tell her the truth, the rock-bottom truth, and was patient with him. It was not the first time she had “drawn a man out”—the phrase puckered her mouth, for it had never seemed like that to her. Certain evenings spent in bars with men she had known for half an hour came back to her; she remembered the beautiful frankness with which the cards on each side were laid on the table till love became a wonderful slow game of double solitaire and nothing that happened afterwards counted for anything beside those first few hours of self-revelation. Now as she put question after question she felt once more like a happy burglar twirling the dial of a well-constructed safe, listening for the locks to click and reveal the combination. When she asked him what the emblem on his shirt stood for, unexpectedly the door flew open.


  “It was a little officer’s club we had in the war,” he said. “The four deuces, we called ourselves.” He paused, and then went on irrelevantly, “I get these shirts at Brooks Brothers. They’ll put the emblem on free if you order the shirts custom-made. I always order a dozen at a time. I get everything at Brooks Brothers except ties and shoes. Leonie thinks it’s stodgy of me.”


  Leonie was his wife. They had a daughter, little Angela, and two sons, little Frank and little Joe, and they lived in a fourteen-room house in the Gates Mills section of Cleveland. Leonie was a home girl, quite different from Eleanor, who had been his first big love and was now a decorator in New York. Leonie loved her house and children. Of course, she was interested in culture, too, particularly the theater, and there were always a lot of young men from the Cleveland Playhouse hanging around her; but then she was a Vassar girl, and you had to expect a woman to have different interests from a man.


  Leonie was a Book-of-the-Month Club member and she also subscribed to the two liberal weeklies. “She’ll certainly be excited,” the man said, grinning with pleasure, “when she hears I met somebody from the Liberal on this trip. But she’ll never be able to understand why you wasted your time talking to poor old Bill.”


  The girl smiled at him.


  “I like to talk to you,” she said, suppressing the fact that nothing on earth would have induced her to talk to Leonie.


  “I read an article in those magazines once in a while,” he continued dreamily. “Once in a while they have something good, but on the whole they’re too wishy-washy for me. Now that I’ve had this visit with you, though, I’ll read your magazine every week, trying to guess which of those things in the front you wrote.”


  “I’m never wishy-washy,” said the girl, laughing. “But is your wife radical?”


  “Good Lord, no! She calls herself a liberal, but actually I’m more of a radical than Leonie is.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “Well, take the election. I’m going to vote for Landon because it’s expected of me, and my vote won’t put him in.”


  “But you’re really for Roosevelt?”


  “No,” said the man, a little impatiently, “I don’t like Roosevelt either. I don’t like a man that’s always hedging his bets. Roosevelt’s an old woman. Look at the way he’s handling these CIO strikes. He doesn’t have the guts to stick up for Lewis, and he doesn’t have the sense to stay out of the whole business.” He leaned across the table and added, almost in a whisper, “You know who I’d like to vote for?”


  The girl shook her head.


  “Norman Thomas!”


  “But you’re a steel man!” said the girl.


  The man nodded.


  “Nobody knows how I feel, not even Leonie.” He paused to think. “I was in the last war,” he said finally, “and I had a grand time. I was in the cavalry and there weren’t any horses. But they made me a captain and decorated me. After the armistice we were stationed in Cologne, and we got hold of a Renault and every week end we’d drive all night so we could have a day on the Riviera.” He chuckled to himself. “But the way I look at it, there’s a new war coming and it isn’t going to be like that. God Almighty, we didn’t hate the Germans!”


  “And now?”


  “You wait,” he said. “Last time it was supposed to be what you people call an ideological war—for democracy and all that. But it wasn’t. That was just advertising. You liberals have all of a sudden found out that it was Mr. Morgan’s war. You think that’s terrible. But let me tell you that Mr. Morgan’s war was a hell of a lot nicer to fight than this new one will be. Because this one will be ideological, and it’ll be too damned serious. You’ll wish that you had the international bankers and munitions men to stop the fight when things get too rough. I’d like to see this country stay out of it. That’s why I’m for Thomas.”


  “You’re a very interesting man,” said the girl, tears coming to her eyes, perhaps because of the whisky. “I’ve never known anyone like you. You’re not the kind of businessman I write editorials against.”


  “You people are crazy, though,” he said genially. “You’re never going to get anywhere in America with that proletariat stuff. Every workingman wants to live the way I do. He doesn’t want me to live the way he does. You people go at it from the wrong end. I remember a Socialist organizer came down fifteen years ago into Southern Illinois. I was in the coal business then, working for my first girl’s father. This Socialist was a nice fellow. . . .”


  His voice was dreamy again, but there was an undercurrent of excitement in it. It was as if he were reviving some buried love affair, or, rather, some wispy young tendresse that had never come to anything. The Socialist organizer had been a distant connection of his first girl’s, the two men had met and had some talks; later the Socialist had been run out of town; the man had stood aloof, neither helping nor hindering.


  “I wonder what’s become of him,” he said finally. “In jail somewhere, I guess.”


  “Oh no,” said the girl. “You don’t understand modern life. He’s a big bureaucrat in the CIO. Just like a businessman, only not so well paid.”


  The man looked puzzled and vaguely sad. “He had a lot of nerve,” he murmured, then added quickly, in a loud, bumptious tone, “But you’re all nuts!”


  The girl bit her lips. The man’s vulgarity was undeniable. For some time now she had been attempting (for her own sake) to whitewash him, but the crude raw material would shine through in spite of her. It had been possible for her to remain so long in the compartment only on the basis of one of two assumptions, both of them literary (a) that the man was a frustrated socialist, (b) that he was a frustrated man of sensibility, a kind of Sherwood Anderson character. But the man’s own personality kept popping up, perversely, like a jack-in-the-box, to confound these theories. The most one could say was that the man was frustrated. She had hoped to “give him back to himself,” but these fits of self-assertion on his part discouraged her by making her feel that there was nothing very good to give. She had, moreover, a suspicion that his lapses were deliberate, even malicious, that the man knew what she was about and why she was about it, and had made up his mind to thwart her. She felt a Take-me-as-I-am, an I’ll-drag-you-down-to-my-level challenge behind his last words. It was like the resistance of the patient to the psychoanalyst, of the worker to the Marxist: she was offering to release him from the chains of habit, and he was standing up and clanking those chains comfortably and impudently in her face. On the other hand, she knew, just as the analyst knows, just as the Marxist knows, that somewhere in his character there was the need of release and the humility that would accept aid—and there was, furthermore, a kindness and a general co-operativeness which would make him pretend to be a little better than he was, if that would help her to think better of herself.


  For the thing was, the man and the little adventure of being with him had a kind of human appeal that she kept giving in to against her judgment. She liked him. Why, it was impossible to say. The attraction was not sexual, for, as the whisky went down in the bottle, his face took on a more and more porcine look that became so distasteful to her that she could hardly meet his gaze, but continued to talk to him with a large, remote stare, as if he were an audience of several hundred people. Whenever she did happen to catch his eye, to really look at him, she was as disconcerted as an actor who sees a human expression answering him from beyond the footlights. It was not his air of having money, either, that drew her to him, though that, she thought humorously, helped, but it hindered too. It was partly the homespun quality (the use of the word, “visit,” for example, as a verb meaning “talk,” took her straight back to her childhood and to her father, gray-slippered, in a brown leather chair), and partly of course his plain delight in her, which had in it more shrewdness than she had thought at first, for, though her character was new and inexplicable to him, in a gross sense he was clearly a connoisseur of women. But beyond all this, she had glimpsed in him a vein of sympathy and understanding that made him available to any human being, just as he was, apparently, available as a reader to any novelist—and this might proceed, not, as she had assumed out in the club car, from stupidity, but from a restless and perennially hopeful curiosity.


  Actually, she decided, it was the combination of provincialism and adventurousness that did the trick. This man was the frontier, though the American frontier had closed, she knew, forever, somewhere out in Oregon in her father’s day. Her father, when that door had shut, had remained on the inside. In his youth, as she had learned to her surprise, from some yellowed newspaper clippings her aunt had forgotten in an old bureau drawer, he had been some kind of wildcat radical, full of workmen’s compensation laws and state ownership of utilities; but he had long ago hardened into a corporation lawyer, Eastern style. She remembered how once she had challenged him with those clippings, thinking to shame him with the betrayal of ideals and how calmly he had retorted, “Things were different then.” “But you fought the railroads,” she had insisted. “And now you’re their lawyer.” “You had to fight the railroads in those days,” he had answered innocently, and her aunt had put in, with her ineffable plebeian sententiousness, “Your father always stands for what is right.” But she saw now that her father had honestly perceived no contradiction between the two sets of attitudes, which was the real proof that it was not he, so much as the times, that had changed.


  Yet this man she was sitting with had somehow survived, like a lonely dinosaur, from that former day. It was not even a true survival, for if he was, as he said, forty-one, that would make him thirty years younger than her father, and he would be barely able to recall the Golden Age of American imperialism, to which, nevertheless, he plainly belonged. Looking at him, she thought of other young empires and recalled the Roman busts in the Metropolitan, marble faces of businessmen, shockingly rugged and modern and recognizable after the smooth tranquillity of the Greeks. Those early businessmen had been omnivorous, too, great readers, eaters, travelers, collectors, and, at the beginning, provincial also, small-town men newly admitted into world-citizenship, faintly uneasy but feeling their oats.


  In the course of this analysis she had glided all the way from aversion to tenderness. She saw the man now as a man without a country, and felt a desire to reinstate him. But where? The best she could do was communicate to him a sense of his own isolation and grandeur. She could ensconce him in the dignity of sadness.


  Meanwhile, the man had grown almost boisterously merry. It was late afternoon; the lunch things had long ago been taken away; and the bottle was nearly empty. Outside the flat yellow farm land went by, comfortably dotted with haystacks; the drought and the cow bones strewn over the Dust Bowl seemed remote as a surrealist painting. Other passengers still paused to look in at the open door on their way to the club car, but the girl was no longer fully aware of them: they existed, as it were, only to give the perspective, to deepen that warm third dimension that had been established within the compartment. The man was lit up with memories of the war, droll stories of horseplay and drinking parties, a hero who was drowned while swimming in a French river, trips to Paris, Notre Dame, and target practice in the Alps. It had been, she could see, an extension of college days, a sort of lower-middle-class Grand Tour, a wonderful male roughhouse that had left a man such as this with a permanent homesickness for fraternity and a loneliness that no stag party could quite ease.


  “I suppose I’m boring you,” said the man, still smiling to himself, “but—it’s a funny thing to say—I haven’t had such a good time since the war. So that you remind me of it, and I can’t stop talking. I don’t know why.”


  “I know,” she said, full of gentle omniscience. (This was her best side, and she knew it. But did that spoil it, keep it from being good?) “It’s because you’ve made a new friend, and you probably haven’t made one for twenty years, not since the war. Nobody does, after they’re grown-up.”


  “Maybe so,” said the man. “Getting married, no matter how many times you do it, isn’t the same thing. If you even think you’d like to marry a girl, you have to start lying to her. It’s a law of nature, I guess. You have to protect yourself. I don’t mean about cheating—that’s small potatoes. . . .”


  A meditative look absorbed his face. “Jesus Christ,” he said, “I don’t even know Leonie any more, and vice versa, but that’s the way it ought to be. A man doesn’t want his wife to understand him. That’s not her job. Her job is to have a nice house and nice kids and give good parties he can have his friends to. If Leonie understood me, she wouldn’t be able to do that. Probably we’d both go to pot.”


  Tears came to her eyes again. The man’s life and her own life seemed unutterably tragic.


  “I was in love with my husband,” she said. “We understood each other. He never had a thought he didn’t tell me.”


  “But you got a divorce,” said the man. “Somebody must have misunderstood somebody else somewhere along the line.”


  “Well,” she admitted, “maybe he didn’t understand me so well. He was awfully surprised. . . .” She giggled like a soubrette. The giggle was quite out of character at the moment, but she had not been able to resist it. Besides (she was sure) it was these quick darts and turns, these flashing inconsistencies that gave her the peculiar, sweet-sour, highly volatile charm that was her spécialité de la maison.


  “Surprised when you picked up with somebody else?” asked the man.


  She nodded.


  “What happened to that?”


  “After I got divorced, I didn’t want to marry him any more.”


  “So now you’re on your own?”


  The question seemed almost idle, but she replied in a distinct, emphatic voice, as if he were deaf and she had an important message for him.


  “No,” she said. “I’m going to be married in the fall.”


  “Are you in love with this one?”


  “Oh, yes,” she said. “He’s charming. And he and I are much more alike than Tom and I were. He’s a little bit of a bum and I am too. And he’s selfish, which is a good thing for me. Tom was so good. And so vulnerable. The back of his neck was just like a little boy’s. I always remember the back of his neck.”


  She spoke earnestly, but she saw that the man did not understand. Nobody had ever understood—and she herself did not quite know—why this image retained such power over her, why all her feelings of guilt and shame had clustered around the picture of a boyish neck (the face had not been boyish, but prematurely lined) bared like an early martyr’s for the sword. “How could I have done it?” she whispered to herself again, as she still did nearly every day, and once again she was suffused with horror.


  “He was too good for me,” she said at last. “I felt like his mother. Nobody would ever have known it, but he needed to be protected.”


  That was it. That was what was so awful. Nobody would ever have known. But she had crawled into his secret life and nestled there, like the worm in the rose. How warm and succulent it had been! And when she had devoured it all, she had gone away. “Oh God,” she muttered under her breath. It was no excuse that she had loved him. The worm indubitably loves the rose.


  Hurriedly, to distract herself, she began to talk about her love affairs. First names, with thumbnail descriptions, rolled out till her whole life sounded to her like a drugstore novel. And she found herself over-anxious to explain to him why in each case the thing had not borne fruit, how natural it was that she should have broken with John, how reasonable that she should never have forgiven Ernest. It was as if she had been a prosecuting attorney drawing up a brief against each of her lovers, and, not liking the position, she was relieved when the man interrupted her.


  “Seems to me,” he said, “you’re still in love with that husband of yours.”


  “Do you think so really?” she asked, leaning forward. “Why?” Perhaps at last she had found him, the one she kept looking for, the one who could tell her what she was really like. For this she had gone to palmists and graphologists, hoping not for a dark man or a boat trip, but for some quick blaze of gypsy insight that would show her her own lineaments. If she once knew, she had no doubt that she could behave perfectly; it was merely a question of finding out. How, she thought, can you act upon your feelings if you don’t know what they are? As a little girl whispering to a young priest in the confessional she had sometimes felt sure. The Church could classify it all for you. If you talked or laughed in church, told lies, had impure thoughts, or conversations, you were bad; if you obeyed your parents or guardians, went to confession and communion regularly, said prayers for the dead, you were good. Protestants, like her father, were neutral; they lived in a gray world beyond good and evil. But when as a homely high-school girl, she had rejected the Church’s filing system, together with her aunt’s illiterate morality, she had given away her sense of herself. For a while she had believed that it was a matter of waiting until you grew older and your character was formed; then you would be able to recognize it as easily as a photograph. But she was now twenty-four, and had heard other people say she had a strong personality; she herself however was still in the dark. This hearty stranger in the green shirt—perhaps he could really tell whether she was in love with her husband. It was like the puzzle about the men with marks on their foreheads: A couldn’t know whether his own forehead was marked, but B and C knew, of course, and he could, if he were bright, deduce it from their behavior.


  “Well,” replied the man, “of all the fellows you’ve talked about, Tom’s the only one I get a picture of. Except your father—but that’s different; he’s the kind of a man I know about.”


  The answer disappointed her. It was too plain and folksy to cover the facts. It was true that she had loved her husband personally, for himself, and this had never happened to her with anyone else. Nobody else’s idiosyncrasies had ever warmed her; nobody else had she ever watched asleep. Yet that kind of love had, unfortunately, rendered her impotent to love him in the ordinary way, had, in fact, made it necessary for her to be unfaithful to him, and so, in the course of time, to leave him altogether. Or could it not be put in another way? Could she not say that all that conjugal tenderness had been a brightly packaged substitute for the Real Thing, for the long carnal swoon she had never quite been able to execute in the marriage bed? She had noticed that in those households where domesticity burns brightest and the Little Attentions rain most prodigally, the husband is seldom admitted to his real conjugal rights.


  But it was impossible to explain this to the man. Already the conversation had dropped once or twice into ribaldry, but she was determined to preserve the decorum of the occasion. It was dark outside now and the waiter was back again, serving little brook trout on plates that had the Union Pacific’s crest on them. Yet even as she warned herself how impossible it was, she heard her voice rushing on in a torrent of explicitness. (This had all happened so many times before, ever since, as a schoolgirl, she had exchanged dirty jokes with the college boys from Eugene and seen them stop the car and lunge at her across the gearshift. While all the time, she commiserated with herself, she had merely been trying to be a good fellow, to show that she was sophisticated and grown-up, and not to let them suspect (oh, never!) that her father did not allow her to go out with boys and that she was a neophyte, a helpless fledgling, with no small talk and no coquetry at all. It had not been fair (she could still italicize it, bitterly) for them to tackle her like a football dummy; she remembered the struggles back and forth on the slippery leather seats of sports roadsters, the physical awkwardness of it all being somehow the crowning indignity; she remembered also the rides home afterwards, and how the boy’s face would always be sullen and closed—he was thinking that he had been cheated, made a fool of, and resolving never to ask her again, so that she would finally become notorious for being taken out only once. How indecent and anti-human it had been, like the tussle between the drowning man and the lifeguard! And of course she had invited it, just as she was inviting it now, but what she was really asking all along was not that the male should assault her, but that he should believe her a woman. This freedom of speech of hers was a kind of masquerade of sexuality, like the rubber breasts that homosexuals put on for drags, but, like the dummy breasts, its brazenness betrayed it: it was a poor copy and a hostile travesty all at once. But the men, she thought, did not look into it so deeply; they could only respond by leaping at her—which, after all, she supposed, was their readiest method of showing her that her impersonation had been convincing. Yet that response, when it came, never failed to disconcert and frighten her: I had not counted on this, she could always whisper to herself, with a certain sad bewilderment. For it was all wrong, it was unnatural: art is to be admired, not acted on, and the public does not belong on the stage, nor the actors in the audience.)


  But once more the man across the table spared her. His face was a little heavy with drink, but she could see no lechery in it, and he listened to her as calmly as a priest. The sense of the nightmare lifted; free will was restored to her.


  “You know what my favorite quotation is?” she asked suddenly. She must be getting drunk, she knew, or she would not have said this, and a certain cool part of her personality protested. I must not quote poetry, she thought, I must stop it; God help us, if I’m not careful, we’ll be singing Yale songs next. But her voice had broken away from her; she could only follow it, satirically, from a great distance. “It’s from Chaucer,” she went on, when she saw that she had his attention. “Criseyde says it, ‘I am myn owene woman, wel at ese.’ ”


  The man had some difficulty in understanding the Middle English, but when at last he had got it straight, he looked at her with bald admiration.


  “Golly,” he said, “you are, at that!”


  


  The train woke her the next morning as it jerked into a Wyoming station. “Evanston?” she wondered. It was still dark. The Pullman shade was drawn, and she imagined at first that she was in her own lower berth. She knew that she had been drunk the night before, but reflected with satisfaction that Nothing Had Happened. It would have been terrible if . . . She moved slightly and touched the man’s body.


  She did not scream, but only jerked away in a single spasmodic movement of rejection. This can’t be, she thought angrily, it can’t be. She shut her eyes tight. When I open them again, she said, he will be gone. I can’t face it, she thought, holding herself rigid; the best thing to do is to go back to sleep. For a few minutes she actually dozed and dreamed she was back in Lower Seven with the sheets feeling extraordinarily crisp and clean and the curtains hanging protectively about her. But in the dream her pillow shook under her as the porter poked it to call her for breakfast, and she woke again and knew that the man was still beside her and had moved in his sleep. The train was pulling out of the station. If it had not been so early, outside on the platform there would have been tall men in cowboy hats. Maybe, she thought, I passed out and he put me to bed. But the body next to her was naked, and horror rippled over her again as she realized by the coarseness of the sheets touching her that she was naked too. Oh my God, she said, get me out of this and I will do anything you want.


  Waves of shame began to run through her, like savage internal blushes, as fragments of the night before presented themselves for inspection. They had sung songs, all right, she remembered, and there had been some question of disturbing the other passengers, and so the door had been shut. After that the man had come around to her side of the table and kissed her rather greedily. She had fought him off for a long time, but at length her will had softened. She had felt tired and kind, and thought, why not? Then there had been something peculiar about the love-making itself—but she could not recall what it was. She had tried to keep aloof from it, to be present in body but not in spirit. Somehow that had not worked out and she had been dragged in and humiliated. There was some comfort in this vagueness, but recollection quickly stabbed her again. There were (oh, holy Virgin!) four-letter words that she had been forced to repeat, and, at the climax, a rain of blows on her buttocks that must surely (dear God!) have left bruises. She must be careful not to let her aunt see her without any clothes on, she told herself, and remembered how once she had visualized sins as black marks on the white soul. This sin, at least, no one would see. But all at once she became aware of the significance of the sheets. The bed had been made up. And that meant that the Pullman porter. . . . She closed her eyes, exhausted, unable to finish the thought. The Vincent Sheean man, the New Deal lady, the waiter, the porter seemed to press in on her, a crowd of jeering material witnesses. If only nobody could know. . . .


  But perhaps it was not too late. She had a sudden vision of herself in a black dress, her face scrubbed and powdered, her hair neatly combed, sitting standoffishly in her seat, watching Utah and Nevada go by and reading her publisher’s copy of a new avant-garde novel. It could be done. If she could get back before the first call for breakfast, she might be able to carry it off. There would be the porter, of course, but he would not dare gossip to passengers. Softly, she climbed out of the berth and began to look for her clothes. In the darkness, she discovered her slip and dress neatly hung by the wash basin—the man must have put them there, and it was fortunate, at least, that he was such a shipshape character, for the dress would not be rumpled. On the floor she collected her stockings and a pair of white crepe-de-chine pants, many times mended, with a button off and a little brass pin in its place. Feeling herself blush for the pin, she sat down on the floor and pulled her stockings on. One garter was missing. She put on the rest of her clothes, and then began to look for the garter, but though she groped her way over every inch of the compartment, she could not find it. She sank to the floor again with one stocking hanging loosely down, buried her head in her arms and cried. She saw herself locked in an intolerable but ludicrous dilemma: it was impossible to face the rest of the train with one stocking hanging down; but it was also impossible to wait for the man to wake up and enlist him in retrieving the garter; it was impossible to send the porter for it later in the morning, and more impossible to call for it in person. But as the comic nature of the problem grew plain to her, her head cleared. With a final sob she stripped off her stockings and stuffed them into her purse. She stepped barefooted into her shoes, and was fumbling in her purse for a comb when the man turned over and groaned.


  He remembers, she thought in terror, as she saw his arm reach out dimly white and plump in the darkness. She stood very still, waiting. Perhaps he would go back to sleep. But there was a click, and the reading light above the berth went on. The man looked at her in bewilderment. She realized that she had forgotten to buckle her belt.


  “Dearest,” he said, “what in the world are you doing?”


  “I’m dressed,” she said. “I’ve got to get out before they wake up. Good-by.”


  She bent over with the intention of kissing him on the forehead. Politeness required something, but this was the most she could bring herself to do. The man seized her arms and pulled her down, sitting up himself beside her. He looked very fat and the short hair on his chest was gray.


  “You can’t go,” he said, quite simply and naturally, but as if he had been thinking about it all night long. “I love you. I’m crazy about you. This is the most wonderful thing that’s ever happened to me. You come to San Francisco with me and we’ll go to Monterey, and I’ll fix it up with Leonie to get a divorce.”


  She stared at him incredulously, but there was no doubt of it: he was serious. His body was trembling. Her heart sank as she saw that there was no longer any question of her leaving; common decency forbade it. Yet she was more frightened than flattered by his declaration of love. It was as if some terrible natural force were loose in the compartment. His seriousness, moreover, was a rebuke; her own squeamishness and sick distaste, which a moment before had seemed virtuous in her, now appeared heartless, even frivolous, in the face of his emotion.


  “But I’m engaged,” she said, rather thinly.


  “You’re not in love with him,” he said. “You couldn’t have done what you did last night if you were.” As the memory of love-making returned to him, his voice grew embarrassingly hoarse.


  “I was tight,” she said flatly in a low voice.


  “A girl like you doesn’t let a man have her just because she’s drunk.”


  She bowed her head. There was no possible answer she could give. “I must go,” she repeated. In a way she knew that she would have to stay, and knew, too, that it was only a matter of hours, but, just as a convict whose sentence is nearly up will try a jail break and get shot down by the guards, so the girl, with Sacramento not far ahead, could not restrain herself from begging, like a claustrophobic, for immediate release. She saw that the man was getting hurt and angry, but still she held herself stiffly in his embrace and would not look at him. He turned her head round with his hand. “Kiss me,’’ he said, but she pulled away.


  “I have to throw up.”


  He pointed to the toilet seat, which was covered with green upholstery. (She had forgotten that Pullman compartments had this indecent feature.) She raised the cover and vomited, while the man sat on the bed and watched her. This was the nadir, she thought bitterly; surely nothing worse than this could ever happen to her. She wiped the tears from her eyes and leaned against the wall. The man made a gesture toward her.


  “Don’t touch me,” she said, “or I’ll be sick again. It would be better if I went back to my berth.”


  “Poor little girl,” he said tenderly. “You feel bad, don’t you?”


  He got out of the berth and took a fresh bottle of whisky from a suitcase.


  “I’ll have to save the Bourbon for the conductor,” he said in a matter-of-fact, friendly voice. “He’ll be around later on, looking for his cut.”


  For the first time that morning the girl laughed. The man poured out two small drinks and handed her one of them. “Take it like medicine,” he advised.


  She sat down on the berth and crossed her legs. The man put on a dressing-gown and pulled up a chair opposite her. They raised their glasses. The smell of the whisky gagged her and she knew that it was out of the question, physically, for her to get drunk a second time. Yet she felt her spirits lift a little. There was an air of professional rowdyism about their drinking neat whisky early in the morning in a disheveled compartment, that took her fancy.


  “What about the porter?”


  “Oh,” said the man genially. “I’ve squared him. I gave him ten last night and I’ll give him another ten when I get off. He thinks you’re wonderful. He said to me, ‘Mr. Breen, you sure done better than most.’ ”


  “Oh!” said the girl, covering her face with her hands. “Oh! Oh!” For a moment she felt that she could not bear it, but as she heard the man laugh she made her own discomfiture comic and gave an extra groan or two that were purely theatrical. She raised her head and looked at him shamefaced, and then giggled. This vulgarity was more comforting to her than any assurances of love. If the seduction (or whatever it was) could be reduced to its lowest common denominator, could be seen in farcical terms, she could accept and even, wryly, enjoy it. The world of farce was a sort of moral underworld, a cheerful, well-lit hell where a Fall was only a prat-fall after all.


  Moreover, this talk had about it the atmosphere of the locker room or the stag line, an atmosphere more bracing, more astringent than the air of Bohemia. The ten-dollar tips, the Bourbon for the conductor indicated competence and connoisseurship, which, while not of the highest order, did extend from food and drink and haberdashery all the way up to women. That was what had been missing in the men she had known in New York—the shrewd buyer’s eye, the swift, brutal appraisal. That was what you found in the country clubs and beach clubs and yacht clubs—but you never found it in the café of the Brevoort. The men she had known during these last four years had been, when you faced it, too easily pleased: her success had been gratifying but hollow. It was not difficult, after all, to be the prettiest girl at a party for the sharecroppers. At bottom, she was contemptuous of the men who had believed her perfect, for she knew that in a bathing suit at Southampton she would never have passed muster, and though she had never submitted herself to this cruel test, it lived in her mind as a threat to her. A copy of Vogue picked up at the beauty parlor, a lunch at a restaurant that was beyond her means, would suffice to remind her of her peril. And if she had felt safe with the different men who had been in love with her it was because—she saw it now—in one way or another they were all of them lame ducks. The handsome ones, like her fiancé, were good-for-nothing, the reliable ones, like her husband, were peculiar-looking, the well-to-do ones were short and wore lifts in their shoes or fat with glasses, the clever ones were alcoholic or slightly homosexual, the serious ones were foreigners or else wore beards or black shirts or were desperately poor and had no table manners. Somehow each of them was handicapped for American life and therefore humble in love. And was she too disqualified, did she really belong to this fraternity of cripples, or was she not a sound and normal woman who had been spending her life in self-imposed exile, a princess among the trolls?


  She did not know. She would have found out soon enough had she stayed on in Portland, but she had not risked it. She had gone away East to college and never come back until now. And very early in her college life she had got engaged to a painter, so that nothing that happened in the way of cutting in at the dances at Yale and Princeton really “counted.” She had put herself out of the running and was patently not trying. Her engagement had been a form of insurance, but the trouble was that it not only insured her against failure but also against success. Should she have been more courageous? She could not tell, even now. Perhaps she was a princess because her father was a real gentleman who lunched at his club and traveled by drawing room or compartment; but on the other hand, there was her aunt. She could not find out for herself; it would take a prince to tell her. This man now—surely he came from that heavenly world, that divine position at the center of things where choice is unlimited. And he had chosen her.


  But that was all wrong. She had only to look at him to see that she had cheated again, had tried to get into the game with a deck of phony cards. For this man also was out of the running. He was too old. Sound as he was in every other respect, time had made a lame duck of him. If she had met him ten years before, would he have chosen her then?


  He took the glass from her hands and put his arms around her. “My God,” he said, “if this had only happened ten years ago!”


  She held herself stony in his embrace, and felt indeed like a rock being lapped by some importunate wave. There was a touch of dignity in the simile, she thought, but what takes place in the end?—Erosion. At that the image suddenly turned and presented another facet to her: dear Jesus, she told herself, frightened, I’m really as hard as nails. Then all at once she was hugging the man with an air of warmth that was not quite spurious and not quite sincere (for the distaste could not be smothered but only ignored); she pressed her ten fingers into his back and for the first time kissed him carefully on the mouth.


  The glow of self-sacrifice illuminated her. This, she thought decidedly, is going to be the only real act of charity I have ever performed in my life; it will be the only time I have ever given anything when it honestly hurt me to do so. That her asceticism should have to be expressed in terms of sensuality deepened, in a curious way, its value, for the sacrifice was both paradoxical and positive; this was no simple abstention like a meatless Friday or a chaste Sunday: it was the mortification of the flesh achieved through the performance of the act of pleasure.


  Quickly she helped him take off the black dress, and stretched herself out on the berth like a slab of white lamb on an altar. While she waited with some impatience for the man to exhaust himself, for the indignity to be over, she contemplated with a burning nostalgia the image of herself, fully dressed, with the novel, in her Pullman seat, and knew, with the firmest conviction, that for once she was really and truly good, not hard or heartless at all.


  


  “You need a bath,” said the man abruptly, raising himself on one elbow and looking sharply down at her as she lay relaxed on the rumpled sheet. The curtain was halfway up, and outside the Great Salt Lake surrounded them. They had been going over it for hours, that immense, gray-brown blighting Dead Sea, which looked, not like an actual lake, but like a mirage seen in the desert. She had watched it for a long time, while the man beside her murmured of his happiness and his plans for their future; they had slept a little and when they opened their eyes again, it was still there, an interminable reminder of sterility, polygamy, and waste.


  “Get up,” he went on, “and I’ll ring for the porter to fix it for you.”


  He spoke harshly: this was the drill sergeant, the voice of authority. She sprang to attention, her lips quivering. Her nakedness, her long, loose hair, which a moment before had seemed voluptuous to her, now all at once became bold and disorderly, like an unbuttoned tunic at an army inspection. This was the first wound he had dealt her, but how deep the sword went in!—back to the teachers who could smoke cigarettes and gossip with you in the late afternoon and then rebuke you in the morning class, back to the relations who would talk with you as an equal and then tell your aunt you were too young for silk stockings, back through all the betrayers, the friendly enemies, the Janus-faced overseers, back to the mother who could love you and then die.


  “I don’t want a bath,” she asserted stubbornly. “I’m perfectly clean.” But she knew, of course, that she had not bathed since she left New York, and, if she had been allowed to go her own way, would not have bathed until she reached Portland—who would think of paying a dollar for a bath on the train? In the ladies’ room, where soot and spilt powder made a film over the dressing-tables and the hair receivers stared up, archaic as cuspidors, one sponged oneself hastily under one’s wrapper, and, looking at one’s neighbors jockeying for position at the mirror, with their dirty kimonos, their elaborate make-up kits, and their uncombed permanents, one felt that one had been fastidious enough, and hurried away, out of the sweet, musty, unused smell of middle-aged women dressing. “I’m perfectly clean,” she repeated. The man merely pressed the bell, and when the porter announced that the bath was ready, shoved her out into the corridor in his Brooks Brothers dressing-gown with a cake of English toilet soap in her hands.


  In the ladies’ lounge, the colored maid had run the bath and stood just behind the half-drawn curtain, waiting to hand her soap and towels. And though, ordinarily, the girl had no particular physical modesty, at this moment it seemed to her insupportable that anyone should watch her bathe. There was something terrible and familiar about the scene—herself in the tub, washing, and a woman standing tall above her—something terrible and familiar indeed about the whole episode of being forced to cleanse herself. Slowly she remembered. The maid was, of course, her aunt, standing over her tub on Saturday nights to see that she washed every bit of herself, standing over her at the medicine cabinet to see that she took the castor oil, standing over her bed in the mornings to see if the sheets were wet. Not since she had been grown-up had she felt this peculiar weakness and shame. It seemed to her that she did not have the courage to send the maid away, that the maid was somehow the man’s representative, his spy, whom it would be impious to resist. Tears of futile, self-pitying rage came into her eyes, and she told herself that she would stay in the bath all day, rather than go back to the compartment. But the bell rang in the dressing-room, and the maid rustled the curtain, saying, “Do you want anything more? I’ll leave the towels here,” and the door swung to behind her, leaving the girl alone.


  She lay in the bath a long time, gathering her forces. In the tepid water, she felt for the first time a genuine socialist ardor. For the first time in her life, she truly hated luxury, hated Brooks Brothers and Bergdorf Goodman and Chanel and furs and good food. All the pretty things she had seen in shops and coveted appeared to her suddenly gross, superfatted, fleshly, even, strangely, unclean. By a queer reversal, the very safety pin in her underwear, which she had blushed for earlier in the morning, came to look to her now like a symbol of moral fastidiousness, just as the sores of a mendicant saint can, if thought of in the right way, testify to his spiritual health. A proud, bitter smile formed on her lips, as she saw herself as a citadel of socialist virginity, that could be taken and taken again, but never truly subdued. The man’s whole assault on her now seemed to have had a political character; it was an incidental atrocity in the long class war. She smiled again, thinking that she had come out of it untouched, while he had been reduced to a jelly.


  All morning in the compartment he had been in a state of wild and happy excitement, full of projects for reform and renewal. He was not sure what ought to happen next; he only knew that everything must be different. In one breath, he would have the two of them playing golf together at Del Monte; in the next, he would imagine that he had given her up and was starting in again with Leonie on a new basis. Then he would see himself throwing everything overboard and going to live in sin in a villa in a little French town. But at that moment a wonderful technical innovation for the manufacture of steel would occur to him, and he would be anxious to get back to the office to put it through. He talked of giving his fortune to a pacifist organization in Washington, and five minutes later made up his mind to send little Frank, who showed signs of being a problem child, to a damn good military school. Perhaps he would enlarge his Gates Mills house; perhaps he would sell it and move to New York. He would take her to the theater and the best restaurants; they would go to museums and ride on bus tops. He would become a CIO organizer, or else he would give her a job in the personnel department of the steel company, and she could live in Cleveland with him and Leonie. But no, he would not do that, he would marry her, as he had said in the first place, or, if she would not marry him, he would keep her in an apartment in New York. Whatever happened she must not get off the train. He had come to regard her as a sort of rabbit’s foot that he must keep by him at any price.


  Naturally, she told herself, the idea was absurd. Yet suddenly her heart seemed to contract and the mood of indulgent pity ebbed away from her. She shivered and pulled herself out of the tub. His obstinacy on this point frightened her. If he should bar her way when the time came . . . ? If there should be a struggle . . . ? If she should have to pull the communication cord . . . ? She told herself that such things do not happen, that during the course of the day she would surely be able to convince him that she must go. (She had noticed that the invocation of her father inevitably moved him. “We mustn’t do anything to upset your father,” he would say. “He must be a very fine man.” And tears would actually come to his eyes. She would play that, she thought, for all it was worth.) Yet her uneasiness did not abate. It was as if, carelessly, inadvertently, almost, she had pulled a switch that had set a whole strange factory going, and now, too late, she discovered that she did not know how to turn it off. She could have run away, but some sense of guilt, of social responsibility, of primitive awe, kept her glued to the spot, watching and listening, waiting to be ground to bits. Once, in a beauty parlor, she had been put under a defective dryer that remained on high no matter where she turned the regulator; her neck seemed to be burning up, and she could, at any time, have freed herself by simply getting out of the chair; yet she had stayed there the full half-hour, until the operator came to release her. “I think,” she had said then, lightly, “there is something wrong with the machine.” And when the operator had examined it, all the women had gathered round, clucking, “How did you ever stand it?” She had merely shrugged her shoulders. It had seemed, at the time, better to suffer than to “make a fuss.” Perhaps it was something like this that had held her to the man today, the fear of a scene and a kind of morbid competitiveness that would not allow the man to outdistance her in feeling. Yet suddenly she knew that it did not matter what her motives were: she could not, could not, get off the train until the man was reconciled to her doing so, until this absurd, ugly love story should somehow be concluded.


  If only she could convert him to something, if she could say, “Give up your business, go to Paris, become a Catholic, join the CIO, join the army, join the Socialist Party, go off to the war in Spain.” For a moment the notion engaged her. It would be wonderful, she thought, to be able to relate afterwards that she had sent a middle-aged businessman to die for the Republicans at the Alcazar. But almost at once she recognized that this was too much to hope for. The man back in the compartment was not equal to it; he was equal to a divorce, to a change of residence, at most to a change of business, but not to a change of heart. She sighed slightly, facing the truth about him. His gray flannel dressing-gown lay on a chair beside her. Very slowly, she wrapped herself in it; the touch of the material made gooseflesh rise. Something about this garment—the color, perhaps, or the unsuitable size—reminded her of the bathing suits one rents at a public swimming pool. She gritted her teeth and pulled open the door. She did not pause to look about but plunged down the corridor with lowered head; though she passed no one, it seemed to her that she was running the gantlet. The compartment, with its naked man and disordered bed, beckoned her on now, like a home.


  When she opened the door, she found the man dressed, the compartment made up, and a white cloth spread on the collapsible table between the seats. In a few minutes the waiter of the night before was back with orange juice in cracked ice and corned beef hash and fish cakes. It was as if the scenery, which had been struck the night before, had been set up again for the matinee. The difference was that the door remained shut. Nevertheless, though there were no onlookers, atmospheric conditions in the compartment had changed; the relationship of the pair took on a certain sociable formality. The little breakfast passed off like a ceremonial feast. All primitive peoples, she thought, had known that a cataclysmic experience, whether joyful or sad, had in the end to be liquidated in an orderly meal. The banquets in Homer came to her mind, the refreshments the Irish put out at a wake, the sweetmeats the Arabs nibble after love, the fairy stories that end And-the-king-ordered-a-great-dinner-to-be-served-to-all-his-people. Upheavals of private feeling, like the one she had just been through, were as incalculable and anti-social as death. With a graceful inclination of her head, she accepted a second fish cake from the waiter, and felt herself restored to the human race.


  There was to be no more love-making, she saw, and from the moment she felt sure of this, she began to be a little bit in love. The long day passed as if in slow motion, in desultory, lingering, tender talk. Dreamy confidences were murmured, and trailed off, casual and unemphatic, like the dialogue in a play by Chekhov. The great desert lake out the window disappeared and was replaced by the sagebrush country, which seemed to her a pleasant, melancholy symbol of the contemporary waste land. The man’s life lay before her; it was almost as if she could reach out and touch it, poke it, explore it, shine it up, and give it back to him. The people in it grew distinct to her, though they swam in a poetic ambience. She could see Eleanor, now an executive in her forties, good-looking, well-turned-out, the kind of woman that eats at Longchamps or the Algonquin; and then Leonie, finer-drawn, younger, with a certain Marie Laurencin look that pale, pretty, neutral-colored rich women get; then herself, still younger, still more highly organized—and all the time the man, a ludicrous and touching Ponce de Leon, growing helplessly older and coarser in inverse relation to the women he needed and wanted.


  And she could see the Brussels carpet in a Philadelphia whorehouse, where he had first had a woman, the old Marmon roadster in which he and Eleanor had made love, and the couch in her father’s house where the old man had surprised them, and also the squash court at the club, the aquamarine bathtubs in his house, the barbecue pit, the fraternity brothers, the Audubon prints in his study, the vacuum bottle on the night table. Somehow it had become essential to them both that she should know everything. They might have been collaborators, drawing up a dossier for a new Babbitt. This is what I am, he was saying: the wallpaper in the larger guest room is a blue and white colonial design; I go to bed at ten and Leonie sits up and reads; I like kippers for breakfast; we have Hepplewhite chairs in the sitting room; the doctor is worried about my kidneys, and I feel lonely when I first wake up.


  There were the details, the realistic “touches,” and then there was the great skeleton of the story itself. In 1917 he was a chemistry major, just out of the state university, with a job for the next year teaching science at a high school, and plans, then, for a master’s degree, and perhaps a job in the department at Cornell, where he had an uncle in the Agricultural School. The father had been a small businessman in a Pennsylvania coal town, the grandfather a farmer, the mother a little lady from Tennessee. But then there came the Officers’ Training Camp, and the brilliant war record, and the right connections, so that the high-school job was never taken, and instead he was playing handball at the Athletic Club in the evenings and working as a metallurgist for the steel company during the day. Soon he was moved into production, but somehow he was too amiable and easygoing for this, and in the days when he thought he was going to marry Eleanor, he was glad to get out and go into the coal business. When he came back to the steel company, it was as a purchasing agent, and here his shrewdness and bonhomie were better employed. He became Chief Purchasing Agent and Fourth Vice-President; it was doubtful whether he would ever go further.


  For ten years, he confided, he had been visited now and then by a queer sense of having missed the boat, but it was all vague with him: he had no idea of when the boat had sailed or what kind of boat it was or where it went to. If he had married Eleanor? But she was not the type; after eight years they had both seen that and were still good friends. Would he have done better to take the teaching job? It hardly seemed so. Plainly, he was no scientist—the steel company had seen this at once—and, had he taken that other road, at best he would have finished as the principal of a high school or the head of the chemistry department in a small-time state university. No, she thought, he was not a scientist manqué, but simply a nice man, and it was a pity that society had offered him no nicer way of being nice than the job of buying materials for a company in Little Steel. The job, she saw, was one of the least compromising jobs he could have held and still made money; by regarding his business life as a nexus of personal friendships he had tried to hold himself aloof from both the banks and the blast furnaces. He was full of fraternal feelings, loyalties, even, toward the tin salesmen and iron magnates and copper executives and their wives who wined him and dined him and took him to the latest musical shows over and over again. (“Don’t mistake me,” he said, “most of those fellows and their women are mighty fine people.”) Still—there was always the contract, waiting to be signed the next morning, lying implacably on the desk.


  Here he was, affable, a good mixer, self-evidently a sound guy, and yet these qualities were somehow impeached by the commercial use that was made of them, so that he found himself, as he grew older, hunting, more and more anxiously, for new and non-commercial contexts in which to assert his gregariousness. He refused the conventional social life of Cleveland. At the country club dances, he was generally to be found in the bar, shooting dice with the bartender; he played a little stud poker, but no bridge. In New York, he would stay at the Biltmore or the Murray Hill, buy his clothes at Brooks Brothers, and eat—when Leonie was not with him—at Cavanagh’s, Luchow’s, or the Lafayette. But the greater part of his time he spent on trains, talking to his fellow-passengers, getting their life stories. (“Golly,” he interjected, “if I were a writer like you!”) This was one of his greatest pleasures, he said, and he would never go by plane if he could help it. In the three and a half days that it took a train to cross the continent, you could meet somebody who was a little bit different, and have a good long visit with them. Sometimes, also, he would stop over and look up old friends, but lately that had been disappointing—so many of them were old or on the wagon, suffering from ulcers or cirrhosis of the liver. . . .


  He spread his hands suddenly. There it was, he indicated; he was sharing it all with her, like a basket lunch. And, as she accepted it, nodding from time to time in pleasure and recognition, supplementing it occasionally from her own store, she knew that the actual sharing of his life was no longer so much in question. During this afternoon of confidences, he had undergone a catharsis. He was at rest now, and happy, and she was free. He would never be alone again, she thought; in fact, it was as if he had never been alone at all, for by a tremendous act of perception, she had thrust herself back into his past, and was settled there forever, like the dear companion, the twin, we pray for as children, while our parents, listening, laugh. She had brought it off, and now she was almost reluctant to leave him. A pang of joy went through her as she examined her own sorrow and found it to be real. All day she believed she had been acting a tragic part in something called One Perfect Night, but slowly, without her being aware of it, the counterfeit had passed into the true. She did not understand exactly how it had happened. Perhaps it was because she had come so very, very close—tout comprendre, c’est tout aimer—and perhaps it was because she was good at the task he had assigned her: at the sight of his life, waiting to be understood, she had rolled up her sleeves with all the vigor of a first-class cook confronting a brand-new kitchen.


  “I love you,” she said suddenly. “I didn’t before, but now I do.”


  The man glanced sharply at her.


  “Then you won’t get off the train . . . ?”


  “Oh, yes,” she said, for now at last she could be truthful with him. “I’ll certainly get off. One reason I love you, I suppose, is because I am getting off.”


  His dark eyes met hers in perfect comprehension.


  “And one reason I’m going to let you do it,” he said, “is because you love me.”


  She lowered her eyes, astonished, once more, at his shrewdness.


  “Hell,” he said, “it’s a funny thing, but I’m so happy now that I don’t care whether I ever see you again. I probably won’t feel that way after you’re gone. Right now I think I can live on this one day for the rest of my life.”


  “I hope you can,” she said, her voice trembling with sincerity. “My dear, dear Mr. Breen, I hope you can.” Then they both began to laugh wildly because she could not call him by his first name.


  Still, he had not quite relinquished the idea of marrying her, and, once, very late in the afternoon, he struck out at her with unexpected, clumsy ferocity.


  “You need a man to take care of you,” he exclaimed. “I hate to see you go back to that life you’ve been living in New York. Your father ought to make you stay home in Portland. In a few years, you’ll be one of those Bohemian horrors with oily hair and long earrings. It makes me sick to think about it.”


  She pressed her lips together, and was amazed to find how hurt she was. It was unthinkable that he should speak of her way of life with such contempt; it was as if he had made a point of telling her that her gayest, wickedest, most extravagant hat was ugly and out of fashion.


  “But you fell in love with me because I am Bohemian,” she said, forcing herself to smile, to take a wise and reasonable tone.


  “No,” he said, in a truculently sentimental voice. “It’s because underneath all that you’re just a sweet girl.”


  She shook her head impatiently. It was not true, of course, but it was hopeless to argue with him about it. Clearly, he took some cruel satisfaction in telling her that she was different from what she was. That implied that he had not fallen in love with her at all, but with some other person: the whole extraordinary little idyl had been based on a misunderstanding. Poor Marianna, she thought, poor pickings, to be loved under cover of darkness in Isabella’s name! She did not speak for a long time.


  Night fell again, and the little dinner that was presently served lacked the glamour of the earlier meals. The Union Pacific’s menu had been winnowed out; they were reduced to steak and Great Big Baked Potatoes. She wished that they were out in the diner, in full view, eating some unusual dish and drinking a bottle of white wine. Even here in the compartment, she had hoped that he would offer her wine; the waiter suggested it, but the man shook his head without consulting her; his excesses in drink and love were beginning to tell on him; he looked tired and sick.


  But by ten o’clock, when they were well out of Reno, she had warmed to him again. He had been begging her to let him send her a present; the notion displeased her at first; she felt a certain arrogant condescension in it; she refused to permit it, refused, even, to give him her address. Then he looked at her suddenly, with all the old humility and square self-knowledge in his brown eyes.


  “Look,” he said, “you’ll be doing me a kindness. You see, that’s the only thing a man like me can do for a woman is buy her things and love her a hell of a lot at night. I’m different from your literary boy friends and your artistic boy friends. I can’t write you a poem or paint your picture. The only way I can show that I love you is to spend money on you.”


  “Money’s your medium,” she said, smiling, happy in this further insight he had given her, happy in her own gift of concise expression.


  He nodded and she gave her consent. It must, however, be a very small present, and it must not, on any account, be jewelry, she said, not knowing precisely why she imposed this latter condition.


  As they moved into the last hour of the trip, the occasion took on an elegiac solemnity. They talked very little; the man held both of her hands tightly. Toward the end, he broke the silence to say, “I want you to know that this has been the happiest day of my life.” As she heard these words, a drowsy, sensuous contentment invaded her; it was as if she had been waiting for them all along; this was the climax, the spiritual orgasm. And it was just as she had known from the very first: in the end, he had not let her down. She had not been wrong in him after all.


  They stood on the platform as the train came into Sacramento. It was after three in the morning. Her luggage was piled up around them; one suitcase had a missing handle and was tied up with a rope. The man made a noise of disapproval.


  “Your father,” he said, “is going to feel terrible when he sees that.”


  The girl laughed; the train slowed down; the man kissed her passionately several times, ignoring the porter who waited beside them with a large, Hollywood-darky smile on his face.


  “If I were ten years younger,” the man said, in a curious, measured tone, as if he were taking an oath, “I’d never let you get off this train.” It sounded, she thought, like an apology to God.


  In the station the air was hot and thick. She sat down to wait, and immediately she was damp and grubby; her stockings were wrinkled; her black suede shoes had somehow got dusty, and, she noticed for the first time, one of the heels was run over. Her trip home seemed peculiarly pointless, for she had known for the last twelve hours that she was never going to marry the young man back in New York.


  


  On the return trip, her train stopped in Cleveland early in the morning. In a new fall suit she sat in the club car, waiting. Mr. Breen hurried into the car. He was wearing a dark-blue business suit and had two packages in his hand. One of them was plainly a florist’s box. She took it from him and opened it, disclosing two of the largest and most garish purple orchids she had ever seen. He helped her pin them on her shoulder and did not appear to notice how oddly they harmonized with her burnt-siena jacket. The other box contained a bottle of whisky; in memoriam, he said.


  They had the club car to themselves, and for the fifteen minutes the train waited in the station he looked at her and talked. It seemed to her that he had been talking ever since she left him, talking volubly, desperately, incoherently, over the long-distance telephone, via air mail, by Western Union and Postal Telegraph. She had received from him several pieces of glamour-girl underwear and a topaz brooch, and had been disappointed and a little humiliated by the taste displayed. She was glad now that the train stopped at such an outlandish hour, for she felt that he cut a ridiculous figure, with his gifts in his hand, like a superannuated stage-door Johnny.


  She herself had little to say, and sat passive, letting the torrent of talk and endearment splash over her. Sooner or later, she knew, the law of diminishing returns would begin to operate, and she would cease to reap these overwhelming profits from the small investment of herself she had made. At the moment, he was begging her to marry him, describing a business conference he was about to attend, and asking her approval of a vacation trip he was planning to take with his wife. Of these three elements in his conversation, the first was predominant, but she sensed that already she was changing for him, becoming less of a mistress and more of a confidante. It was significant that he was not (as she had feared) hoping to ride all the way to New York with her: the business conference, he explained, prevented that.


  It never failed, she thought, to be a tiny blow to guess that a man is losing interest in you, and she was tempted, as on such occasions she always had been, to make some gesture that would quicken it again. If she let him think she would sleep with him, he would stay on the train, and let the conference go by the board. He had weighed the conference, obviously, against a platonic interlude, and made the sensible decision. But she stifled her vanity, and said to herself that she was glad that he was showing some signs of self-respect; in the queer, business-English letters he had written her, and on the phone for an hour at a time at her father’s house, he had been too shockingly abject.


  She let him get off the train, still talking happily, pressed his hand warmly but did not kiss him.


  It was three weeks before he came to see her in her New York apartment, and then, she could tell, he was convalescent. He had become more critical of her and more self-assured. Her one and a half rooms in Greenwich Village gave him claustrophobia, he declared, and when she pointed out to him that the apartment was charming, he stated flatly that it was not the kind of place he liked, nor the kind of place she ought to be living in. He was more the businessman and less the suitor, and though he continued to ask her to marry him, she felt that the request was somewhat formal; it was only when he tried to make love to her that his real, hopeless, humble ardor showed itself once more. She fought him off, though she had an inclination to yield, if only to re-establish her ascendancy over him. They went to the theater two nights, and danced, and drank champagne, and the third morning he phoned her from his hotel that he had a stomach attack and would have to go home to Cleveland with a doctor.


  More than a month went by before she saw him again. This time he refused to come to her apartment, but insisted that she meet him at his suite in the Ambassador. They passed a moderate evening: the man contented himself with dining at Longchamps. He bought her a large Brie cheese at the Voisin down the street, and told her an anti-New-Deal joke. Just below the surface of his genial manner, there was an hostility that hurt her. She found that she was extending herself to please him. All her gestures grew over-feminine and demonstrative; the lift of her eyebrows was a shade too arch: like a passée belle, she was overplaying herself. I must let go, she told herself; the train is pulling out; if I hang on, I’ll be dragged along at its wheels. She made him take her home early.


  A little later she received a duck he had shot in Virginia. She did not know how to cook it and it stayed in her icebox so long that the neighbors complained of the smell.


  When she got a letter from him that had been dictated to his stenographer, she knew that his splurge was over. After that, she saw him once—for cocktails. He ordered double Martinis and got a little drunk. Then his friendliness revived briefly, and he begged her with tears in his eyes to “forget all this red nonsense and remember that you’re just your father’s little girl at heart.” Walking home alone, trying to decide whether to eat in a tearoom or cook herself a chop, she felt flat and sad, but in the end she was glad that she had never told him of her broken engagement.


  When her father died, the man must have read the account in the papers, for she got a telegram that read: SINCEREST CONDOLENCES. YOU HAVE LOST THE BEST FRIEND YOU WILL EVER HAVE. She did not file it away with the other messages, but tore it up carefully and threw it into the wastebasket. It would have been dreadful if anyone had seen it.


  FOUR


  The Genial Host


  


  WHEN he telephoned to ask you to do something he never said baldly, “Can you come to dinner a week from Thursday?” First he let you know who else was going to be there: the Slaters, perhaps, and the Berolzheimers, and John Peterson, the critic. And he could not leave this guest-list to speak for itself, but would annotate it at once with some short character sketches. “Peterson’s a queer fellow,” he would say. “Of course, he’s moody and right now he’s too much interested in politics for his own good, but I hope he’ll get back soon to his book on Montaigne. That’s his real work, and I wish you’d tell him that. You may not like him, of course, but underneath it all John is a marvelous person.” He was deferential, ingratiating, concerned for your pleasure, like a waiter with a tray of French pastry in his hand. This one had custard in it and that one was mocha; the chocolate-covered one had whipped cream, and the little one on the side was just a macaroon. With Pflaumen you were always perfectly safe—you never had to order blind.


  In a way, it was a kindness he did you, putting it like that. Other acquaintances made the opposite error, calling up to demand, “Are you free Thursday?” before disclosing whether they wanted you to picket a movie house, attend a lecture at the New School, buy tickets for a party for Spain, or go and dance at a new night club. Nevertheless, there was something too explicit about Pflaumen’s invitations that made you set down the telephone with a feeling of distaste, made you dress hurriedly, though carefully, for his parties, as if you were going to keep some shameful assignation, made you, stepping out of your door in the new clothes you had bought, look furtively up and down the street before starting for the subway. Pflaumen had taken the risks out of social life, that was the trouble; and you felt that it was wrong to enjoy an evening without having paid for it with some touch of uncertainty, some tiny fear of being bored or out of place. Moreover, behind those bland and humble telephone calls, there was an unpleasant assumption about your character. Plainly Pflaumen must believe that you went out at night not because you liked your friends and wanted to be with them, but because you were anxious to meet new people, celebrities, to enlarge your own rather tacky social circle. No doubt this was at least half true, since with your real friends you seemed to prefer those whose spheres of interest were larger rather than smaller than your own—or at any rate to see more of them, if you could—but in those cases you were able to be sure that you liked them for themselves. With Pflaumen, unfortunately, there was never any question of that. Yet every time you accepted one of his invitations you entered into a conspiracy with him to hide the fact that he was a foolish, dull man whom nobody had much use for. And though some of his friends—the rich ones, perhaps—could feel all right about sitting at his table (after all, they were doing him a favor), you poor ones knew that he had bought your complaisance with his wines and rich food and prominent acquaintances, and you half-hated him before your finger touched his doorbell.


  Standing there in the apartment-house corridor, you listened for voices that would mean that other guests had arrived and you would not be alone with him and the unmentionable secret. If you heard nothing, you hesitated, considered hurrying back downstairs and walking round the block till someone else should get there; but perhaps he had heard the elevator stop, heard your heels click on the stone floor, and was even now on the other side of the door silently waiting to admit you. You rang, and by the length of time it took him to answer, you knew that he had been in his bedroom after all. He came to the door in a maroon-colored smoking jacket, evening trousers, and black patent-leather shoes; he was newly shaved and scrubbed and powdered, and there was a general odor of Mennen’s about him. His whole stocky, carefully exercised body was full of energy: well-directed arrows of delight and welcome shot at you out of his black eyes, and his mouth curved downwards in a strenuous, sickle-shaped smile that gave his face an expression of cruelty.


  How ill-suited he was, you thought, to his role of élégant! What a tireless struggle he must wage against his own physical nature! Looking at him, so black and broad and hairy, you saw that his well-kept person must appear to him like a settler’s plot triumphantly defended against the invading wilderness. No wonder he took such pride in the fit of his coat, the shine of his nails, the whiteness of his sharp, jagged teeth. You saw the lines his body ought to have followed; he had the regular merchant’s build; though he was not yet thirty-five, you looked for the crease in the waistcoat, but it was always just absent. Whenever you really noticed Pflaumen, you became aware of an additional person, a comfortable, cigar-smoking, sentimental family man, a kind of ancestral type on which the man-about-town had been superimposed, so that his finished personality came out as a sort of double exposure that was very disconcerting. If you were in a sympathetic mood, you might think what a pity it was he had not given in to his real self, had not married some nice girl and had some children, and reproduced in modern terms that atmosphere of bay rum, whisky, spilled ashes, poker chips, potted plants, kindness, and solid comfort that must have been his father’s personal climate. How nice he could have been under those circumstances! But if you looked at him hard again, you realized that something else was being held in check, something that did not fit at all with this picture of easygoing German-Jewish family life—something primitive and hungry and excessively endowed with animal vitality. Though it was true that his figure had a mercantile cast to it, in other ways he did not look like a German Jew, but like a member of some early barbarous tribe, a Scythian on a Greek vase. In his habits he was soft and self-indulgent; yet you felt there was a furnace of energy burning in him, and you drew back from the blast. It was this energy that had made it possible for him to discipline his body and his manners into patterns so unnatural to him; and, ironically, it was at the same time this energy that undid him as a society man by making him over-demonstrative, over-polite, over-genial, like a comedian who produces an effect of fatigue in his audience by working too hard at putting his gags across.


  He held out his arms to help you with your coat, and what might have been an ordinary service became a tableau of politeness. Your hands shook, missing the buttons, for you felt that the coat was getting too much of the lime-light. It would have been kinder to whisk the shabby thing inconspicuously into a closet. If you did not yet know him well, you did not realize that he loved you for that patched fur. It signified that you were the real thing, the poet in a garret, and it also opened up for him charming vistas of What He Could Do For You. He led you into his bedroom, where a new novel by one of his friends and a fine edition or two lay open on a table. A lamp with a pale-amber shade (better for the eyes) was burning beside them, and the cushion in the easy chair by the table was slightly mussed. An impression of leisure and the enjoyment of fine things was readily engendered, though you knew that he could not have been back from his office for more than an hour, and that he must have bathed, shaved, dressed, and arranged the final details during that time. Yet he was not a hypocrite, so undoubtedly he had been reading. Five minutes with a book was as good as an hour to him anyway, for he took literature like wine-tasting: you can get all the flavor in the first sip; further indulgence might only blunt your palate. The room was furnished in a half-monastic style; the bed was narrow, with a monkscloth cover. On the walls were pictures by Kuniyoshi and Reginald Marsh, some George Grosz water colors and the reproduction of a detail from a mural by Rivera. You sat down behind his desk, a good piece, a little too heavy for the room, in black walnut; it had a great many fancy paper-weights on it, and a large marble cigarette-lighter, gifts, obviously, from clients in the patent law business. He got out the cocktail shaker, and said, “Let’s try it before the others come.”


  He was disappointed, always, if you pronounced it perfect. He wanted to tinker with it a little, add a dash of Cointreau or Curaçao at your suggestion. “You’re absolutely right,” he would agree at once. “I knew it needed something,” and, picking up the shaker, he would hurry out to the bar he had installed in what had once been a linen closet. When he came back the drink would taste exactly the same to you, but Pflaumen’s satisfaction in it would be somehow deepened. The process was familiar to you. You had gone through it with other people, at dress rehearsals, at fittings with a tailor or a dressmaker, in a painter’s studio, till you had become expert at discovering and pointing out some trifling flaw that in no way invalidated the whole, a prop that was out of place, a coat that wrinkled imperceptibly across the shoulders, sleeves that were a quarter of an inch too short on a dress, a foreground that seemed a little crowded. Once you had made your criticism, everybody would be very happy. It was a form of exorcism: some minor or totally imaginary error is noted and corrected, symbolically, as it were, with the idea that all real and major imperfections have thereby been dealt with—as if by casting out some impudent small devil you had routed Beelzebub himself. Perhaps, also, there was a hope of dispersing responsibility; that cocktail was not Pflaumen’s any longer, but yours and his together, as it would never have been if you had merely given it your approval. By arriving early, you had become his hostess, and, all at once, you were sure that Pflaumen had intended this to happen.


  Yet this conviction did not disturb you. On the contrary, you felt slightly uplifted, like one of those “good” bums who voluntarily chops half a cord of wood for the lady of the house to square her for the meal she has just put in front of him. Pflaumen rarely gave you a chance to repay his benevolence, so that generally you were uncomfortable with him, dangerously over-stored, explosive, a living battery of undischarged obligations. There were, for example, those letters of introduction, a great pile of them now, lying unopened, gathering dust on your desk. If only you had not drunk too much that one night when you had first known Pflaumen! If you had not let him see that you were frightened because you had no job and almost no money left! Above all, if you had not cried about it! The next morning he had sent you a sheaf of letters of introduction, and you had been touched and a little amused by the lack of judgment behind them. But you had presented them all. You had interviewed a brassière manufacturer in Ozone Park, a crank lawyer downtown who wanted someone to ghostwrite a book on the sunspot theory of economics, an advertising executive who needed some soap slogans, a hotel man, a brilliantine manufacturer. When it was over you were relieved, for somehow you had never felt so out of step, so unwanted, so drably unemployed, as in these offices Pflaumen had sent you to.


  But the next week there was a new batch of letters, some of them signed by people you had never heard of, friends of Pflaumen’s whom he had got to recommend you for a job; and while you were delivering these, still more letters came in, taking you on errands that grew more and more bizarre. There was a loft in the garment district with AMERICAN RESEARCH printed on the door and inside three large rooms that contained nothing but a filing cabinet and a little man with a cigar—you had never found out what his research consisted of. Then there was a bald man on the seventeenth floor of the St. Moritz hotel who wanted a girl to go round the world with him—he, too, was writing a book, on occultism.


  After that, you had presented no more letters, but they kept coming in as relentlessly as bills, and there was Pflaumen’s voice on the telephone, patient at first, then hurt and puzzled, but always mysteriously complacent. Had you gone to see the man in the Squibb Building? No? Really, it was impossible to understand you. He had been under the impression that you wanted a job. You made explanations at first, halting and shamefaced (after all, you supposed, he was trying to help you). Finally, you had quarreled with him; but your rudeness had only added to your debt, and your air of bravado and Bohemian defiance had quickened his admiration. (Such indifference to the question of survival was impractical, of course, but somehow, he knew, in awfully good taste.) You were for him, you discovered, the perfect object of charity, poor but not bedraggled, independent, stubborn, frivolous, thankless, and proud. He could pity you, deplore you, denounce you, display you, be kind to you, be hurt by you, forgive you. He could, in fact, run through his whole stock of feelings with you. A more grateful beneficiary would have given him no exercise for his masochistic emotions; a more willing one would have left his sadism unsatisfied. He was not going to let you go if he could help it. You stood to him in the relation of Man to God, embraced in an eternal neurotic mystery compounded out of His infinite goodness and your guilt.


  


  When the others came, you all went into the living room, which was done in honey beige. There were pieces of sculpture by Archipenko and Harold Cash, and the head of a beautiful Egyptian queen, Neferteete. Everybody praised the cocktail, and Pflaumen’s old friends, of whom there were always a pair, complimented him on a new acquisition—a painting, a vase, a lamp—he had made. All Pflaumen’s friends lived on terms of intimacy with his possessions; if someone did not notice a new object, it was as mortifying a slip as a husband’s failure to notice his wife’s new hat. Indeed, Pflaumen, opening the door of his apartment, often wore that look of owlish mystery that says, “What’s new about me?” and the guests, being warned by it, examined the premises sharply till they found the single ornament that was responsible for the host’s elation. This acquisitiveness of Pflaumen’s was, you thought, just another way of making it easy for his friends to appear to like him. He was giving them something they could honestly admire, and if the objects could be viewed as extensions of Pflaumen’s personality, why, then, it followed that his friends admired Pflaumen. It was on such questionable but never questioned syllogisms that his social life was built.


  By the time the maid announced dinner and the party moved down to a refectory table set in the foyer, Pflaumen’s eyes were damp with happiness. Everything was going well. Voices had risen in lively controversy over the new play, the new strike, the new Moscow trials, the new abstract show at the Modern Museum. Nobody was incoherent; nobody made speeches; nobody lost his temper. Sentences were short, and points in the argument clicked like bright billiard balls. Everyone felt witty. Pflaumen made a great bustle of seating the guests, and finally plumped himself down at the head of the table and beamed at them all as if to say, “Isn’t this cozy?” The steak came in, with an orange and sherry sauce, and everyone exclaimed over it. Pflaumen himself kept casting joyous sheep’s eyes up at his maid, commending her for the success of “their” dish. (He had put into circulation a dozen anecdotes designed to prove that this Scotchwoman who worked for him, like the maids of all really smart people, was a Character, full of sweet crotchets, bons mots, and rough devotion. Nobody, however, had seen the slightest sign of this, and tonight, as usual, she paid no attention to her employer, but continued to make her rounds with a stony face.) Peas were served, new ones cooked in the French style in their pods, and then the wine was brought in, a Château Lafite Rothschild.


  This was Pflaumen’s apogee. Having tapped on his glass to get the table’s attention, he read aloud the Château and the year, and then uncorked the bottle himself, standing up to do it. Somebody at the end of the table, a man with a hearty voice, called, “Look out, there, George Arliss may come out of that bottle!” Pflaumen, pouring a little into his own glass, laughed with the others, but he was not quite pleased—it was the sort of joke he was capable of making himself. “Give us a speech, about the wine,” said one of the ladies obligingly. “The way they do at gourmet dinners.” “Why,” said Pflaumen, still standing at the head of the table with the bottle in his hand, “it’s not one of the great Bordeaux. . . .” “I prefer the word ‘claret,’ ” someone else put in, “it’s so full of English history.” “You mean,” retorted Pflaumen, “English history is so full of it.” He waited for the laugh, which came reluctantly—it was said that Pflaumen had “a pretty wit,” but there was something chilling about it; he had never learned how to throw a line away. “Anyway,” he went on, with a little laugh, so that no one should think he took all this too seriously, “it’s a nice brisk wine, on the astringent side. I thought it would do well with the steak.” “Perfect!” exclaimed a lady, though the glasses were still empty. “Of course I think it’s silly,” continued Pflaumen, starting to go round the table with the bottle, “to be too pedantic about what you drink with what. I’ll take a good Burgundy with a broiler and a Rhine wine with a kidney chop any time I can get it.” Murmurs of approval greeted this unconventional statement, and Pflaumen passed on down the line, carefully decanting the wine into each glass.


  Across the table from you someone refused, and all the rest raised their heads with an identical look of worry. It was the young Russian Jew, the instructor in law at Columbia, who wore a rather quizzical, sardonic expression on a pure Italianate face. His Marxist study of jurisprudence had created a stir. Still, perhaps Fleischer had made a mistake in him. Was it possible that he was not an eccentric but a crank? This act of abstention was a challenge to everyone at the table, an insult to the host. For almost a full minute nobody spoke, but muscles tightened with hostility. In different circumstances the young man might have been lynched.


  “You don’t drink?” said a woman at last in a loud, bewildered voice.


  “I drank a cocktail,” he admitted. “It went to my head. If I took any more I might make a fool of myself.” He twisted his head and looked up at Pflaumen with a disarming boyish grin. “You’ll have to give me a course in the art of drinking. That’s one subject that was left out of my proletarian education.” He pronounced the last words mildly, with a sort of droll self-mockery that deprecated, ever so faintly, his innocence, his poor Russian parents, his studiousness, the Talmudic simplicity of his life. There was a burst of relieved laughter, and after that everyone liked him. Thank God, was the general feeling, he had turned out not to be one of those Marxist prigs!


  Once the wine was poured, Pflaumen took very little part in the conversation. He leaned back in his chair with the air of a satisfied impresario, embracing all his guests in a smile of the most intense and proprietary affection. Now and then, this look of commendation would rest particularly on you; whenever this happened, it was as if, in his delight, he had reached over and squeezed you. From time to time, his cup of bliss would appear to run over, and the smile would break into a short high giggle. When the spasm was over, he would take out his handkerchief and carefully wipe his eyes, and the old-fashioned masculinity of this gesture made a strange contrast with the schoolgirlish sound he had just produced. Sitting at his left hand, you looked down at your plate until this display was finished. There was something androgynous about Pflaumen, something not pansy, but psychically hermaphroditic that was always disconcerting you. It was as if the male and female strains in his personality had never blended, but were engaged in some perennial household spat that you were obliged to eavesdrop on. For, when you came to think of it, the Jewish paterfamilias was not the only figure that kept hovering behind your host’s well-padded shoulder; there was also a young girl, newly married to a man already coarse and comfortable, a young girl playing house all by herself in a fine establishment full of wedding presents that both astonished and saddened her. Most Jewish men were more feminine than Gentile men of similar social background. You had noticed this and had supposed, vaguely, that it was the mark matriarchy had left on them, but looking at Pflaumen you saw the whole process dramatically. The matriarch had begun by being married off to a husband who was prosperous and settled and older than herself, and her sons she had created in her own image, forlorn little bridegrooms to a middle-aged bride.


  In most of the men, the masculine influence had, in the end, overridden or absorbed the feminine, and you saw only vestigial traces of the mother. There might be a tendency to hypochondria, a readiness to take offense, personal vanity, love of comfort, love of being waited on and made much of; and, on the other hand, there would be unusual intuitive powers, sympathy, loyalty, tenderness, domestic graces and kindnesses unknown to the Gentile. But with Pflaumen it was not a question of the survival of a few traits. Two complete personalities had been preserved in him, as in a glacier. Half of him was a successful businessman and half of him was playing house. These dinners of his were like children’s tea parties, and in this lay their strength and their weakness. They had the sort of perfection that can only be achieved in miniature. The groaning board was not in Pflaumen’s style at all: one exquisite dish, one vegetable, a salad and some cheese were what you got, rarely a soup, never a dessert. You thought of your little electric stove, your cambric tea or hot chocolate and your petits fours from the caterer. But more important than the perfection of the appointments was the illusion of a microcosm Pflaumen was able to create, the sense of a little world that was exactly the same as the big world, though it had none of the pain or care.


  Each of Pflaumen’s guests had been selected, as it were, for his allegorical possibilities, and every dinner was presented as a morality play in which art and science, wealth and poverty, business and literature, sex and scholarship, vice and virtue, Judaism and Christianity, Stalinism and Trotskyism, all the antipodes of life, were personified and yet abstract. Tonight there was John Peterson, who stood for criticism and also for official Communism. There was Jim Berolzheimer, a bright young man in one of the great banking houses, who represented capitalism, and his wife who painted pictures and was going to have a baby, and was therefore both art and motherhood. There was Henry Slater, the publisher, very flirtatious, with a shock of prematurely white hair, who was sex, and his wife, an ash-blond woman with a straight bang, who kept a stable full of horses and had no opinions and was sport. There was a woman psychoanalyst who got herself up in a Medici gown and used a cigarette holder. There was a pretty English girl named Leslie who worked on Time. There was the young Jew, Martin Erdman, who did not drink. There was Pflaumen himself, who stood for trade marks and good living, and you, who stood for literature and the Fourth International. After dinner there might be others: a biologist and his wife, a man who was high up in the Newspaper Guild, a matronly young woman who wore her hair in a coronet around her head and was active in the League of Women Shoppers, a Wall Street lawyer, a wine dealer, a statistician.


  And here was the striking effect produced by Pflaumen’s dinners: you truly felt yourself turning into an abstraction of your beliefs and your circumstances. Contradictions you had known in yourself melted away; challenged by its opposite, your personality hardened into something unequivocal and defiant—your banners were flying. All the guests felt this. If you asserted your Trotskyism, your poverty, your sexual freedom, the expectant mother radiated her pregnancy, the banker basked in his reactionary convictions, and John Peterson forgot about Montaigne and grew pale as an El Greco saint in his defense of Spanish democracy. Everybody, for the moment, knew exactly who he was. Pflaumen had given you all your identity cards, just as a mother will assign personalities to each of her brood of children: Jack is hard-working and steady, Billy is a flash-in-the-pan, never can finish anything he starts. Mary is dreamy, Helen is practical. While it lasted, the feeling was delightful; and at the dinner table everyone was heady with a peculiar, almost lawless excitement, like dancers at a costume ball.


  It was only when you caught a glimpse of the author of your happiness, ensconced there, so considerate, so unobtrusive, at the head of his table, that your conviction wavered. To the others, too, he must have been a disturbing factor, for throughout the meal there was a tacit conspiracy to ignore the host, to push him out of the bright circle he had so painstakingly assembled. Once the dinner got under way, nobody accorded him more than a hasty glance. If he dropped a pun or a platitude into the conversation, it was just as if he had dropped a plate: there would be a moment of frozen silence, then the talk would go on as before.


  Pflaumen did not appear to mind this; in fact, he seemed to accept it as natural. Here in this apartment, all the rules of ordinary politeness were suspended; and at first you were so caught up in your own gaiety that you hardly noticed this, and it seemed to you, too, perfectly natural that no one should speak to the host. But gradually, as in a dream, you became aware that the laws of the normal world were not operating here, that something was wrong, that nothing was what it seemed to be, that the church bell you were listening to was really the alarm clock. And, just as in a dream, the exhilaration continued for a little, but underneath it ran distrust and terror. You knew that it was not what it pretended to be, this microcosm of your host’s, for if it were actually so fine and first-rate, Pflaumen himself would not be in it, even on sufferance. He was the clue in the detective story, the piece of thread, the thumbprint, the bullet in the wainscoting, that stares up at the bright detective and tells him that the well-arranged scene before him is the work, not of Nature, but of Man. You had only to look at him to know that the morality play was just a puppet show, that the other guests did not represent the things they were supposed to, that they could be fitted into this simulacrum of the larger world precisely because they were small, unreal figures, and with growing anxiety you asked yourself, “Why am I in it too?”


  The conversation around you began to sound peculiarly flat. “Cultivate your own garden is what I told her,” the publisher was saying. “She’ll never understand politics.” “She’d do better to cultivate her gardener—like Lady Chatterley,” put in the English girl. Next to her, John Peterson went on talking through her joke. He was a little tight. “This backstabbing that goes on here makes me want to vomit,” he said. “I can’t listen to it after what I’ve seen in Madrid. I’ve heard La Pasionaria sing. What do these petty political squabbles mean to her? She’s got a heart as big as the Spanish earth.”


  Suddenly you knew that you must cut yourself off from these people, must demonstrate conclusively that you did not belong here. You took a deep breath and leaned across the table toward John Peterson. “God damn you,” you said in a very loud voice, such as you had once heard a priest use to denounce sinners from the pulpit, “God damn you, what about Andres Nin?” You felt your body begin to shake with stage fright and the blood rush up into your face and you heard the gasp go around the table, and you were gloriously happy because you had been rude and politically unfashionable, and really carried beyond yourself, an angel warrior with a flaming sword. Surely, there could be no doubt that you had put yourself beyond the pale. But when you looked up you saw that Pflaumen was beaming at you again, his eyes wetter than ever, as proud as if you had just spoken your first word to an audience of aunts.


  “Meg is a violent Trotskyist,” he said tenderly. “She thinks the rest of us are all GPU agents.” The publisher, who had been concentrating on the English girl, looked across the table at you, sizing you up for the first time. “My God,” he said, “you’re certainly spirited about it.” Martin Erdman was watching you, too. He clapped his hands twice in pantomime and gave you a long, ironic smile. You bent your head and blushed, and, though you were excited, your heart sank. You knew that you were not a violent Trotskyist, and Erdman must know it too. It was just that you were temperamentally attracted to unpopular causes: when you were young, it had been the South, the Dauphin, Bonnie Prince Charlie; later it was Debs and now Trotsky that you loved. You admired this romantic trait in yourself and you would confess humorously: “All I have to do is be for somebody and he loses.” Now it came to you that perhaps this was just another way of showing off, of setting yourself apart from the run of people. Your eyes began to fill with tears of shame; you felt like Peter in the Garden, but yours was, you knew, the greater blasphemy: social pressure had made Peter deny the Master; it had made you affirm him—it was the difference between plain and fancy cowardice.


  You held your eyes wide open to keep the tears from falling. The others, staring at you, must certainly think that your brimming eyes testified to the depth of your feeling for the murdered Nin. You tossed your head slightly and the tears began to settle.


  “You are,” you said, “a lot of you, GPU agents. The trouble is you’re such idiots you don’t even get paid for it.”


  It was a harsh joke, but it was a joke, and it was your peace offering. There was a cackle of laughter, and then everyone but John Peterson and Erdman was looking at you fondly, as if they were all much older than you were. Peterson cast you a malignant glance from his pale eyes, but he did not say anything. He was not too drunk to know that though the others actually agreed with him about Nin (or else did not care), temporarily, in some way, you had got them on your side. Erdman did not speak either; he nodded his head twice in the same tempo he had clapped his hands in, and kept smiling at you with that strange, mocking, affectionate expression.


  You saw how profitable that exchange had been for you: it had earned you an enemy and, you thought, a lover. The first thing made you feel good, and the second saddened you. The next morning the phone would wake you and you would reach out and take it dreamily and it would be Erdman speaking very softly, asking you to have tea with him. You could see how it would all be. You would go to bed with him finally, but it would not last long, because you had both been compromised at this dinner party, and you had both understood this and understood each other. “Have you seen Pflaumen lately?” he would ask from time to time, and you would not be able to meet his eyes when you answered yes or no. He would not pursue the subject (you would never dare discuss Pflaumen together), but both of you would be silently asking the same question: what weakness, what flimsiness of character, what opportunism or cynicism had put the other into Pflaumen’s hands?


  On the other hand, you would treat each other gently, with a special tenderness, as though you were both wounded. For if, in one way, your love would be full of doubt, in another, it would be over-full of comprehension, lacking in mystery, like the grave dreary love between brother and sister. You had recognized him in the scene about the wine; he had recognized you in the scene about Nin. You would have liked, both of you, to play a lone hand; but you had not been strong enough for it. In each case, your war of independence had been an inglorious Putsch (“Excuse me, Officer, I was only fooling.”)


  


  While the coffee and liqueurs were being served, new people came in, and the party broke up into smaller units. The publisher whispered in the English girl’s ear; the banker talked Bermuda with the publisher’s wife. John Peterson, glassy-eyed, exhorted the woman psychoanalyst—“But surely in his later years Freud played into Hitler’s hands.” You stood beside Martin Erdman, not talking, listening to the others, sharing an ironic smile between you. Pflaumen sat on a sofa beside the expectant mother; he was telling her about a new product he had just had trademarked, while she went through a pantomime of congratulation. Only she could afford to be polite, for she had nothing to gain now from social intercourse, and, being easily fatigued, nothing much to give. She was comfortable with Pflaumen; he took her hand and she let him hold it; he was one of her oldest friends.


  What had happened to you with Erdman was happening with others all over the room. Men were taking out address books or repeating phone numbers in low voices. There was a slight shuffle of impatience; nothing more could be done here; it was time to go and yet it was much too early.


  People got up and shifted around, like people in a railroad station when the stationmaster has come in to announce that the train will be forty minutes late. New combinations were formed. The publisher was sitting on the arm of your chair now, asking if you would like to write an opinion on a manuscript. You agreed, and for you, too, now the party was over. You had got everything you came for—a new lover and some work to do. Pflaumen came and sat at your feet on the floor. “You were wonderful,” he said, looking up at you with that over-energetic expression of delight. You had an unaccountable impulse to kick him exactly where the paunch should have been. “The Berolzheimers are crazy about you,” he went on, ignoring your angry look, putting it down to “temperament,” an inestimable commodity. “They want me to bring you to dinner next Wednesday.” You raised your eyebrows into circles of surprise; yet you had known, ever since that scene at the table, that the Berolzheimers would invite you. They were pleasant and they would have a nice house with good food, and there would be new people there; it would be interesting to see the world through a banker’s eyes.


  “Are you having fun?” asked Pflaumen, drawing his knees up and hugging them with his arms in a real ecstasy of coziness.


  “Yes,” you said. “It’s a very gay party.”


  “Erdman is interesting . . .” he began tentatively.


  You don’t miss a trick, you thought, but you answered him impassively. “Is he?” you said. “I can’t really tell. I haven’t talked much to him.”


  Pflaumen looked hurt.


  “Of course,” he said, “it’s none of my business . . .”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” you said, in a stubborn childish voice.


  The warm, twosey smile had died on his lips, but he revived it with an effort.


  “Personally,” he went on, “I should have thought Peterson was more in your line. I asked him specially because I thought he could do you some good . . .”


  He paused. The unresolved sentence hung coaxingly in the air, begging your denial, your explanation, your attention. But cruelly you ignored it, and leaned back in your chair, as if to catch the words of the neighboring conversation. “Did you hear that?” you said finally. “They are picketing The Tsar to Lenin.”


  Pflaumen glanced up at you, refusing the diversion. “Oh Meg,” he murmured reproachfully, “I thought we were such friends.”


  “Don’t be tiresome!” you exclaimed. “Why don’t you get me another highball?” You put your glass in his hand with a decisive gesture.


  “All right,” he acceded, scrambling to his feet. You thought you had won. At a single sharp word that hungry ego had scuttled back into the shell of function, where friendship and hospitality were identical and every highball was a loving cup. But he had taken only a few steps toward the bar, when he stopped, as if he had forgotten something, and turned back to you with an anxious face. “You’re not drinking too much, are you?” he asked, in a true stage whisper. Several people, including Erdman, turned their heads.


  At last, you thought, the bill had come in. The dinners, the letters of introduction, the bottle of perfume, the gardenias, the new Soviet film, the play, the ballet, the ice-skating at Rockefeller Plaza had all been invoiced, and a line drawn underneath, and the total computed. How recklessly you had accepted, like a young matron with a charge account (“Take two, madam; the bill will not go out till after the first of the year”). Now, when you looked at it, the total was staggering; it was more than you could pay.


  You remembered suddenly all the warning signs. How deep Pflaumen always was in the confidence of his friends, how offended if two of them should meet in his absence! How careful people were to serve the whisky Pflaumen’s client made—you recalled how a young husband had hurried out, unshaved, to the liquor store, so that the label on the bottle should be right when Pflaumen arrived for highballs; you remembered another husband pouring wine into a decanter so that Pflaumen should not know that it came from his client’s competitor. And how fond Pflaumen was of talking about loyalty! “It’s the only thing I expect of my friends,” he would say, sententiously. Loyalty, you now perceived, meant that Pflaumen should never be left out of anything. He was like an x that you can never drop out of an equation no matter how many times you multiply it or add to it this side of infinity. All at once, you saw how he could be generous and humble and look predatory at the same time; the hawklike mouth was not deceptive, for he was a true bird of prey: he did not demand any of the trifles that serve as coin in the ordinary give-and-take of social intercourse; he wanted something bigger, he wanted part of your life.


  For the first time, you understood why it was that this apartment of Pflaumen’s affected you so unpleasantly, why you went there almost surreptitiously, not telling anyone, so that your closest friends were hardly aware that you knew Pflaumen. You saw that it was indeed a house of assignation, where business deals, friendships, love affairs were arranged, with Pflaumen, the promoter, taking his inevitable cut. When you had refused to tell Pflaumen about Erdman—though, so far, there was nothing really to tell—you had violated the code. You had tried to cheat him of his rightful share; you had been guilty of disloyalty. And he was going to crack down on you; he had, in fact, already begun.


  When he came back from the bar with your glass in his hand, he was smiling, but the down-curved lips were strained and angry. You took the glass and set it down; Erdman in a cheap tweed coat was making his way toward you, ready to say good-bye. You smiled at him faintly, knowing that Pflaumen was watching you, and knowing, too, with a certain vindictive happiness, that of all the things about Erdman, Pflaumen was most envious of that baggy Kollege Kut coat with its raglan collar. You thought of your own poor coat, and you could see the two of them hanging side by side in Pflaumen’s closet, like two pairs of shoes outside a hotel room in a naughty French movie, sentinels to a private, serious world that Pflaumen could never—even vicariously—invade.


  The two men were shaking hands. “Come again,” said Pflaumen, “and I’ll get Farwell from the Yale Law School to meet you. And bring your wife,” he added, in an emphatic voice. “You ought to meet her, Meg.”


  “Yes,” you said thinly. “I didn’t know Mr. Erdman was married.”


  “He tries to keep it dark,” said Pflaumen, suddenly very jovial. He slapped Erdman on the back and began to propel him toward the door.


  You went quietly into the bedroom and took your coat out of the closet. By the time Pflaumen returned from the elevator, you were ready to go.


  “You’re not leaving?” he said, looking alarmed. “If you wait till the others go, I’ll drive you.”


  “Don’t bother,” you said. “I’m used to the subway.”


  “But what about the Berolzheimers?” he asked breathlessly, in a sort of panic. Clearly he had not intended that things should go quite so far. “Next Wednesday?”


  You had forgotten about the Berolzheimers. Now you hesitated, weighing the invitation. Sooner or later you would break with him, you knew. But not yet, not while you were still so poor, so loverless, so lonely. “All right,” you said, “you can pick me up at my place.”


  The time after the next, you promised yourself, you would surely refuse.


  FIVE


  Portrait of the Intellectual as a Yale Man


  


  TO LOOK at him, you would never have believed he was an intellectual. That was the nice thing about Jim Barnett. With his pink cheeks and sparkling brown eyes and reddish brown hair that needed brushing and well-cut brown suit that needed pressing, he might have been any kind of regular young guy, anywhere in America. He made you think of Boy Scouts and starting a fire without matches and Wesley Barry and skinning the cat and Our Gang comedies and Huckleberry Finn. If he had ever been hard up, he could have been a photographic model, and one would have seen his pleasant, vaguely troubled face more often in The Saturday Evening Post than in Esquire. He might have done very well as the young man who is worried about his life insurance, the young man who is worried about dandruff, the young man whose shirts won’t fit him, the young man who looks up happily from his plate of Crunchies, saying, “Gee, honey, I didn’t know breakfast food could taste so good!”


  In real life, his concerns were of a different order. The year he came down from Yale (where he could have been Bones but wouldn’t), he was worried about Foster and Ford and the Bonus Marchers and the Scottsboro Boys. He had also just taken a big gulp of Das Kapital and was going around telling people about how he felt afterwards. He would buttonhole a classmate after a few sets of tennis down at the old Fourteenth Street Armory. “You know, Al,” he would say, twisting his head upwards and to one side in the characteristic American gesture of a man who is giving a problem serious thought (the old salt or the grizzled Yankee farmer scanning the sky for weather indications), “you know, Al, I never thought so at college, but the Communists have something. Their methods over here are a little operatic, but you can’t get around their analysis of capitalism. I think the system is finished, and it’s up to us to be ready for the new thing when it comes.” And Al, or whoever it was, would be doubtful but impressed. He might even go home with a copy of the Communist Manifesto in his pocket—in that period, the little socialist classic enjoyed something of the popularity of the Reader’s Digest: it put the whole thing in a nutshell, let a fellow like Al know just what he was up against. Later that evening Al might remark to his wife that maybe it would be a good idea (didn’t she think?) to lay in a stock of durable consumers’ goods—in case, oh, in case of inflation, or revolution, or anything like that. His wife would interpret this in terms of cans and leave a big order for Heinz’s baked beans, Campbell’s tomato soup, and somebody else’s chicken à la king with the grocer the next day. This was the phenomenon known as the dissemination of ideas.


  In much the same tone (that of a man in an advertisement letting another man in on a new high-test gasoline) Jim began to write about his convictions in articles and book reviews for the liberal magazines. Capitalism was on the skids, and everybody ought to know about it. He could never have written, “Capitalism is doomed,” any more than he could have talked about “the toiling masses.” At Yale, elevation in speech had been held to be quite as barbarous as eccentricity in dress or the wrong sort of seriousness in study; and if Jim had committed an unpardonable breach of manners in interesting himself in Marxism, his rough-and-tumble vocabulary was a sort of apology for this, a placatory offering to the gods of decorum, who must have appeared to him in the guise of football players. Certainly, his vocabulary had something to do with the enthusiasm his work excited. The ideas he put forward, familiar enough when clothed in their usual phraseology, emerged in his writing in a state of undress that made them look exciting and almost new, just as a woman whom one has known for years is always something of a surprise without her clothes on. And, in the end, it was not the ideas that counted so much, as the fact that Jim Barnett held them.


  This was the thing that nobody, including Jim himself, could ever quite get over. Now and then someone would be frank enough to ask him how it had happened, and he would laugh and say that it had been an accident: he had had a roommate at college who was literary, and once you got started reading one thing led to another. But modest men, like boasters, are never believed, even when they speak the exact truth; and in 1932 everyone on the left was convinced that this “accident” was really a miracle, a sign from heaven or history that the millennium was at hand. Most men had come to socialism by some all-too-human compulsion: they were out of work or lonely or sexually unsatisfied or foreign-born or queer in one of a hundred bitter, irremediable ways. They resembled the original twelve apostles in the New Testament; there was no real merit in their adherence, and no hope either. But Jim was like the Roman centurion or Saint Paul; he came to socialism freely, from the happy center of things, by a pure act of perception which could only have been brought about by grace; and his conversion might be interpreted as a prelude to the conversion of the world.


  And, like all miracles, this particular one served to quicken the faith of the stragglers, the tired workers, and the worldlings. Silly people who had gone a little to the left and then begun to wonder whether they had not, after all, made a mistake, had only to look at Jim Barnett to feel reassured. Nobody could possibly object to socialism if it were going to be run by earnest, undogmatic Yale men—some of them out of Shef, to take care of the technical side. On the other hand, serious middle-aged men who had been plugging Marxism for years in little magazines that owed the printer money and never came out on time would have a conversation with Jim and feel heartened, even inspired. If a nice, average boy like that could tumble into the movement, surely the old ideas must be bankrupt at last. When capitalism, intellectually speaking, could no longer feed her favorite children, the end could not but be very, very near.


  By simply being the way he was, Jim Barnett made a great many people on the left feel happy, almost sentimental. He was a mascot, a good-luck piece; and there was perhaps some superstition behind the fact that very little was demanded of him—you must not ask too much of a talisman or the power will go out of it, and it is better not to look a gift horse in the mouth. At any rate, unlike most converts of that period, he was not expected to follow the Party line, even on a long leash. From the very first, Jim was an independent in politics, siding now with the Communists, now with the Lovestoneites, now with the Trotskyists, now with the group of middle-class liberals he had known at college who were trying to build a Farmer-Labor party of their own. In anybody else, such behavior would have been politically suspect: the man would have been damned as a careerist, on the one hand, or a dilettante on the other. Yet neither of these allegations was ever made against Jim. His heterodoxy was received by all factions with paternal indulgence. “Let the boy have his head,” was the feeling. “A wild oat or two won’t hurt him.”


  With Jim himself it was a point of honor that he should never agree completely with anyone or anything. He had never swallowed Marxism whole, he used to say in a slightly boastful tone, as if he had achieved a considerable feat of acrobatics. It was true; he never swallowed any doctrine whole. Like a finicky eater, he took pride in the fact that he always left something on the plate. There was something peculiarly American and puritanical about this abstemiousness of his; in other countries children are taught that it is bad manners not to finish everything that is set before them. But at Yale a certain intellectual prodigality had been cultivated in the students; it was bad taste to admire anything too wholeheartedly. They thought “bad taste” but they meant “dangerous,” for the prodigality was merely an end product of asceticism: you must not give in to your appetites, physical or spiritual; if you did, God knows where it would land you, in paganism, Romanism, idolatry, or the gutter. Like all good Yale men, Jim feared systems as his great-grandfather had feared the devil, the saloon, and the pope.


  Naturally, for boys brought up under these influences, systems of thought had a certain wanton, outlawed attractiveness; and Marxism was to become for Jim’s generation what an actress had been for the youths of the Gilded Age. During the first years of the New Deal, there were many flirtations, many platonic friendships with the scarlet woman of the steppes. Jim, being courageous, went farther than most. And, at first glance, that balkiness of his, that hesitation, that unwillingness to take the final step, might have appeared to be merely a concession to tradition, another bone thrown to the Eli bulldog, who was always extraordinarily hungry.


  Actually, it was deeper and more personal than that. If other people on the left stood in superstitious awe of Jim, Jim also stood in awe of himself. It was not that he considered that he was especially brilliant or talented; his estimation of his qualities was both just and modest. What he reverenced in himself was his intelligent mediocrity. He knew that he was the Average Thinking Man to whom in the end all appeals are addressed. He was the man that Uncle Sam points his finger at in the recruiting posters, that political orators beseech and ad-writers try to frighten; he was the stooge from the audience that the magician calls up on the stage, the foreman on the Grand Jury, the YOU in “This means YOU.” He was a walking Gallup Poll, and he had only to leaf over his feelings to discover what America was thinking. There was something sublime about this, but there were responsibilities, too. The danger was that you would lose your amateur standing. It was essential to remain—not aloof, exactly, for that implied some aristocratic hauteur—but accessible, undecided. It was so easy, so fatally easy, to become a professional innocent; one day you were a bona fide tourist, and the next you were a shill in a Chinatown bus. If you were not remarkably alert, you might never know it had happened.


  Jim Barnett, however, was alert, and he took every possible precaution. His mind and character appeared to him as a kind of sacred trust that he must preserve inviolate. It was as if he were the standard gold dollar against which the currency is measured. It would be wrong to debase it with lead, but it would be equally wrong to put more than the specified amount of gold into it. The dollar was supposed to be impure in certain unalterable proportions: you could not change that without upsetting the whole monetary system. Jim’s function, as he saw it, was to ring the new ideas against himself, and let the world hear how they sounded. It was his duty, therefore, to “be himself,” and his virtues and his weaknesses were alike untouchable. On the one hand, he could not drop into the life of a Communist front man, because this would have involved a suspension of individual judgment, a surgical sterilization of the moral faculty that was odious to him; on the other hand, he could not lift himself into the world of Marxist scholarship, because, to put it frankly, this might have overtaxed his powers, might (who knows) have crippled him for good.


  It did not occur to him, or, indeed, to anyone else, that he was taking the line of least resistance. This state of being unresolved, on call, as it were, was painful to him, and he used to envy his friends who, as he said, were “sure.” The inconsistencies he found whenever he examined his own thoughts troubled him a good deal. He found, for example, that he liked to drink and dance and go to medium-smart night clubs with medium-pretty girls. Yet he believed with Veblen that there was no greater folly than conspicuous consumption, and his eyes and ears told him that people were hungry while he had money in his pocket. This was a problem all well-to-do radicals had to face, and there were any number of ways of dealing with it. You could stop being a radical, or you could give your money away. Or you could give a little of it away and say, “I owe something to myself,” or give none of it away, and say, “I’m not a saint, and besides I have something more important than money to contribute.” The Communist Party in those years did its best to settle this delicate question gracefully for prosperous fellow-travelers. It was reported that Browder had declared that there was nothing worse for the movement than what he called “a tired radical,” and that men and women would be better workers for the cause if they let themselves go and enjoyed life once in a while. This pronouncement was widely quoted—over cocktails in the Rainbow Room, and sometimes (even) over a bottle of champagne in more intimate boîtes; it was believed that this showed “the human side” of the Party leader, and gave the lie to those perpetual carpers (tired radicals, undoubtedly) who kept talking about Communist inflexibility. The example of Marx and Engels was also cited: they had had great Christmas parties and had called the young Kautsky a mollycoddle because he would not drink beer. (And how right their judgment had been! Forty years later Kautsky had betrayed the revolution by voting war credits in the German Reichstag, and Lenin had called him, among other things, an old woman.) Jim Barnett tried all these formulas on his conscience, but stretch them as he would, he could not make them cover the abyss between the theory and the practice. He decided, at last, to let the abyss yawn, and in the course of time he fell into it.


  


  The second year Jim was in New York, he went to work as assistant editor on one of the liberal weeklies. The whole staff was instantly delighted with him, from the septuagenarian editor and publisher down to the red-haired telephone girl. He brought a breath of fresh air into the office, the women told each other, while the old man muttered happily about “young ideas,” and the men of forty-odd, Harvard graduates who remembered Jack Reed and who were rather dried and historical themselves, they, too, welcomed Jim Barnett in their own way, shaking their heads over him and prophesying with a certain relish that he would soon lose his illusions and resign himself, as they had done, to the world. The gratitude and joy everyone felt translated itself at once into action. The magazine began—with an alacrity that was almost fatuous—to smarten itself up. The advertising manager had herself an expensive permanent, Labor and Industry took to using mascara, the library got a set of modernistic chairs, some of the new lamps with indirect lighting, and a thick-piled gray rug from a neo-cubist furniture store on Eighth Street. Tea was served in the afternoons; a new format was planned for the magazine; the switchboard girl began to listen in to phone calls; and the managing editor asked a well-known Marxist hothead to do a series of articles on the New Deal.


  All this attention embarrassed Jim a little. It did not go to his head. He even opposed some of the changes, in the manner of a small boy who says, “Aw, Ma, you’re taking too much trouble.” There was talk of moving the paper uptown, but Jim squelched this by insisting that the old-fashioned offices had a quaint integrity of their own, that the very editorial policy might be imperiled by a move to more glittering quarters. He perceived that the editors were ready to do anything he wanted—and he did not like it at all. It was true, he was anxious to put over his ideas, but he saw himself accomplishing this by argument, not by ingratiation. In his eyes, there was something ugly about the fact that these seasoned liberals should go to such lengths to please him. It was like having a girl give in too quickly; you felt that she did not take you, as an individual, seriously—she only wanted a man. At the back of his mind he was aware of a contempt for the Liberal’s editorial board, like the contempt he had felt for the easy makes, the town girls in New Haven; and it was a contempt that was restless and full of fear, since the idea that kept pushing itself in was, “They would have done it for any young guy. They have no political respect for me as a person.” This was one of the penalties of being the Average Man, that you were never sure whether people were not mixing you up with someone else. Sometimes you did not feel average so much as anonymous. Jim could never understand quite why it was, but whenever anyone talked about losing yourself in a cause, or in the Common Will, a thrill of horror would go through him, and he would recall the lost feeling; the tangled-up feeling, he got in a certain recurrent dream he had, where he could not find out who he was.


  In the editorial staff of the Liberal, Jim sensed a great aching unspecific need for somebody, anybody, to think by and live by, as a mother lives by her son. Only the old man, with his long black coat and pompous manners and his eyeglasses on a black ribbon, seemed to be exempt from this necessity, and it was only with him in his private office that Jim felt truly comfortable. The others wanted to be bullied or taken by storm; the old man merely wanted to talk. He was interested in what Jim had to say, while the others, Jim felt, did not so much listen to his remarks as eavesdrop on them, waiting for him to express a preference they could gratify, or a decision they could concur with. It was like walking down Fifth Avenue with your mother or your girl during the Christmas shopping season: you did not dare pause for an instant before a tennis racket, an English sweater, or a toilet case in a store window; if you showed the faintest flicker of interest she would buy the thing for you, whether you wanted it or not. With the old man, however, Jim felt safe. He could say whatever came into his head and know that it would not appear, in a slightly garbled form, in one of the lead paragraphs on the following Wednesday. The two of them would sit in the old man’s room, facing each other on a pair of squeaky swivel chairs, and discuss the AAA, the court-packing plan, the Kirov assassination and the execution of the hundred White Guards.


  On all of these subjects the old man held opinions that were in the eyes of most of his staff and many of his readers an indication of failing powers. Mr. Wendell was uncompromisingly against what he called, in a public-auditorium voice, this new spirit of bureaucracy, this specter that was haunting the world under the name of progressivism or communism. He believed in socialism, but he held out for an economy of abundance, for a free judiciary, and trial by jury. He stood for inviolable human rights rather than plans or programs; and no plan, he declared, was worth a nickel that would sacrifice these rights at the first hint of trouble. Years later, Jim decided that time had, in each of these instances, proved the old man right. At the moment, he was not so sure. He did not quite agree with his friends who considered Mr. Wendell a tiresome old fuddyduddy. Still, he thought that you could probably trust Mr. Roosevelt and Comrade Stalin to abrogate liberty only just so much as was absolutely necessary—and always in the right direction, that is, to abrogate your opponent’s liberty rather than your own. When he told the old man that he was making a fetish of civil liberties, that the liberties were for the people and not the people for the liberties, Mr. Wendell replied that Jim was making a fetish out of socialism. Jim had to smile a little ruefully, conceding the point.


  One day a new argument occurred to him, one he had heard the Communists advance. After all, he said, there has to be a limit to everything. Nobody can be allowed to practice freedom at the expense of everybody else. The government, for instance, has to protect itself against sedition and against the betrayal of state secrets in wartime. He looked up at the old man expectantly, wondering what he could answer. “Doesn’t it?” he asked earnestly, when Mr. Wendell remained silent. “I don’t believe in war,” the old man answered calmly, and Jim blushed. He did not believe in war, either; at least he said he didn’t, not in imperialist war anyway; but the words he had just spoken seemed to show that he did, that he believed in it more than anything else, more than free speech, more than the right to agitate against the government. He was so deeply chagrined by this discovery that the thread of the debate slipped from his hands, and it did not occur to him until he lay in bed that night that the old man had not answered the question but only parried it, and in such a way as to assert his moral superiority, to remind Jim of his long and heroic career as a fighter for peace. Jim laughed to himself, and turned over, contentedly. Of course there had to be certain restrictions on liberty; anybody but an anarchist would admit that. Of course there would have to be policemen, even in a classless society. “I’m too much of a realist,” Jim said to himself proudly, “to imagine that anywhere, at any time, a state could be run on the honor system.” Yet there was a problem. People said that you must never forget that the Soviet Union was moving toward greater democracy all the time; you had to look at a thing like this Kirov business historically: if you remembered the Czarist repression and the hated Okhrana, you would see that the execution of a few White Guards was a step forward—there were merely a hundred or so of them after all. But that, Jim thought, was like patting a mass killer on the head because this time he had only committed one little murder. “No!” he heard himself say, loudly and defiantly into the darkness. It was wrong to condone an affair like these executions. So far the old man was right. But there must be some middle ground. You ought to hate the sin and love the sinner. That was very difficult in practice, but everything was difficult. At least, he congratulated himself, he had faced the problem, even if he had not solved it. He settled himself comfortably on the horns of the dilemma and fell asleep.


  


  When he married Nancy Hodges, he invited everybody on the Liberal to the wedding. Some of the older women looked a little dowdy and were inclined to be skittish about the champagne, but Mr. Wendell made a distinguished appearance, and, in any case, Nancy’s parents, good, well-to-do Connecticut people, were not precisely streamlined themselves. The women, on their side, were faintly disappointed in Nancy. She was pretty, everyone conceded that; she had a straight, short nose and blond hair and sweet, direct, blue eyes. Yet somehow, they thought, she was not very exciting. She looked too much like her mother, which was a very bad thing in a girl. If Jim had to marry, they felt, it should have been somebody like an actress or a fast society girl or a painter or a burning-eyed revolutionary, somebody out of the ordinary. For Jim to have chosen such a humdrum little person as Nancy was, it seemed to them, a reflection on themselves. Around the office he had been so very careful: a cheerful word and a joke for everybody, but never a lunch or a dinner alone with a female member of the staff. They had not permitted themselves to feel resentment because they knew from the phone operator that there was a girl in the picture; and they had, one and all, persuaded themselves that she must be infinitely more beautiful and glamorous than they were. In this way, their own charms were not called into question. If a man prefers, say, Greta Garbo to you, it does not mean that you are not perfectly all right in your own style, not perfectly adequate to any of the usual requirements. The sight of Nancy in her wedding dress dispelled these comforting illusions. Every moderately young woman on the Liberal looked at Nancy and was affronted. “Why not me?” they all thought, as they clasped her small, plump hand, and murmured an appropriate formula.


  “I’m afraid it’s going to be one of those Dos Passos situations,” the literary editor said to the managing editor on the way back on the train. “You know. She won’t let him see his friends or do or think anything that her father wouldn’t approve of. She’ll make him buy a house in the country, and they’ll live exactly like all the neighbors. She looks sweet, but like all those women she probably has a will of her own.”


  Jim, however, had been alert enough to consider these possibilities for himself. Nancy was conventional in many ways, but she was not ambitious or priggish or socially insecure. Nancy believed that you ought to have children and that they ought to have good doctors and good schools and plenty of fresh air and wholesome food. She believed that it was nice to go dancing on Saturday nights, and that it was nice to take a vacation trip once a year. She wanted to have big comfortable chairs in their apartment, and a big comfortable colored maid who came in by the day, and the first thing she bought was the very best Beautyrest mattresses for them to sleep on, and the very best box springs for their twin beds. Later, they got a good radio and phonograph combination, and they collected the choicest classical records they could find. Nancy was, from the beginning, careful with Jim’s money and she put most of it into things that did not show, like the box springs, or a good plain rug, or life insurance. She subscribed to Consumer’s Union, and to the hospitalization plan. She bought her clothes at Best’s or Lord and Taylor’s, and if she had fifteen dollars to spare from her household budget, she would put it into a new electric mixer for her maid rather than into an after-dinner coffee service for herself.


  On the other hand, Nancy gave money to beggars in the street. She was tender-hearted, and she had majored in sociology in college. She knew that conditions under capitalism were horrifying, and she would always sign a check for a worthy cause. Her father showed a tendency to snort over Jim’s activities; but Nancy handled this difficult situation perfectly: she took Jim’s side but she did not argue; she merely patted her father on the cheek and told him he was an old fogy. “Do you mean to tell me you believe in this communistic talk of his?” the old man would ask. “I don’t believe in all of it,” she would answer with dignity, “but I believe in Jim.” The phrasing was a little trite, but the sentiment was unimpeachable, for Nancy’s father, like everyone else, believed in Jim, too. He could not help it.


  Nancy was limited, but she was good. And she expected things of Jim. This was what drew him. Unlike the people in the Liberal office, unlike the radicals of all groups that he had been hobnobbing with, Nancy did not want Jim on any old terms. Nancy was not exacting, and yet there was an unwritten, unspoken contract between them. If she, on her side, had renounced all dreams of fortune and large success, he, on his side, was renouncing the right to poverty, loneliness, and despair. She was not to goad him up the social ladder, but he must never, never let her down. It was understood that he should not be pressed to go against his convictions; it was also understood that she must not go hungry. When he thought about them in the abstract, it seemed to him, now and then, that these guarantees were mutually incompatible, that Clause B was in eternal obstinate contradiction to Clause A. In practice, however, you could, if you were sufficiently agile, manage to fulfill them both at once. The job on the Liberal kept his conscience clean and brought the bottle of Grade A to the door every morning. Many a discord, he thought, which cannot be resolved in theoretical terms, in real life can be turned into perfect harmony; and his own marriage demonstrated to him once again the superiority of pragmatism to all foreign brands of philosophy.


  Still, he had misgivings. Sometimes it appeared as if his relation with Nancy were not testing his convictions so much as his powers of compromise. Their wedding had been a case in point. Nancy’s parents had wanted a church wedding, and Jim had wanted City Hall. What they had had was a summer wedding on the lawn with a radical clergyman from New York officiating. It was the same way with their choice of friends. Park Avenue and Fourteenth Street were both ruled out. The result was that the people who came to their cocktail parties, at which Nancy served good hors d’oeuvres and rather poor cocktails, were presentable radicals and unpresentable conservatives—men in radio, men in advertising, lawyers with liberal ideas, publishers, magazine editors, writers of a certain status who lived in the country. Every social assertion Nancy and Jim made carried its own negation with it, like the Hegelian thesis. Thus it was always being said by Nancy that someone was a Communist but a terribly nice man, while Jim was remarking that somebody else worked for Young and Rubicam but was astonishingly liberal. Every guest was a sort of qualified statement, and the Barnetts’ parties, in consequence, were a little dowdy, a little timid, in a queer way (for they were held in Greenwich Village) a little suburban. For some reason, nobody ever came to the Barnetts’ house without his wife, unless she were in the hospital having a baby. They came systematically in pairs, and, once in the apartment, they would separate, as though by decree, and the men would talk, standing up, against the mantelpiece, while the women chattered on the sofa. The same people behaved quite differently at other parties; but here it was as if they were under a compulsion to act out, in a kind of ritualistic dance, the dualism of the Barnetts’ household, the dualism of their own natures.


  Jim recognized that his social life was dull, but he did not object to this. He worked hard during the day; he was alert and gregarious; he had a great many appointments and a great many duties. There were people who believed that he used Nancy as a sedative, to taper off his day, as some men take a boring book to bed with them, in order to put themselves to sleep. Yet this theory, which was popular in the Liberal office, was not at all true. Jim loved Nancy with an almost mystical devotion, for Nancy was the Average Intelligent Woman, the Mate. If there was narcissism in this love, there were gratitude and dependence, too, for Jim had a vague notion that Nancy had saved him from something, saved him from losing that precious gift of his, the common touch, kept him close to what he called the facts. Some businessmen say humorously of their wives, “She keeps my nose to the grindstone.” Of Nancy, Jim was fond of saying, “She keeps my feet on the ground.” The very fact that his domestic life was wholesome and characterless, like a child’s junket, was a source of satisfaction to him. He had a profound conviction that this was the way things ought to be, that this was life. In the socialist millennium, of course, everything would be different: love would be free and light as air. Actually, this aspect of the socialist millennium filled Jim with alarm; he hoped that in America they would not have to go so far as to break up the family; it would be enough if every man could have the rock-bottom, durable, practical things, the things Nancy cared about so very, very much.


  Moreover, the insipidity of his domestic life was, in a sense, its moral justification. Jim could think of the poor and the homeless now, and conscience no longer stabbed him, for he had purchased his immunity in the true American Way. Unable to renounce money, he had renounced the enjoyment of it. He had sold his birthright to gaiety for the mess of pottage on the dinner table and the right to hold his head up when he walked through the poorer districts in his good brown suit. Christ could forgive himself for being God only by becoming Man, just as a millionaire can excuse his riches by saying, “I was a poor boy once myself.” Jim, in a dim, half-holy way, felt that with his marriage he had taken up the cross of Everyman. He, too, was undergoing an ordeal, and the worried look he had always worn deepened and left its mark around his eyes, as if anxiety, hovering over him like a bird, had at last found its natural perch, its time-ordained foothold in bills and babies and dietary disturbances.


  Jim was quite sure that his marriage was “real.” It pinched him now and then, and that, to his mind, was the test. What disturbed him at times was the fact that it had been so extraordinarily easy to reconcile his political beliefs with his bread and butter. There ought to have been a great tug of war with Nancy at one end and Karl Marx at the other, but the job on the Liberal constituted a bridge between the opposing forces, a bridge which he strode across placidly every day, but which he nevertheless suspected of insubstantiality. There was something unnatural about a job that rewarded you quite handsomely for expressing your honest opinions; it was as if you were being paid to keep your virtue when you ought to be paid to lose it. More and more often it seemed to Jim that, if he was “facing facts” at home, in the office he was living in a queer fairy-tale country where everything was comfortable and nothing true. He might, however, have smothered this disquieting notion if he had not heard somebody else put it into words.


  


  It happened at tea in the library one afternoon, when Jim had been married only a short time. Jim did not ordinarily come in for tea, but there was a new girl in the office, an assistant to the literary editor, and at four o’clock, the managing editor had poked her head in at Jim’s door and said in a sprightly voice, “You must come and meet our gay divorcee.” Jim had no interest in divorcees, and it seemed to him that the managing editor was being a little corny, as he put it, about the facts of life; nevertheless, he obeyed. When he shambled into the library, the girl was sitting across the room in a wing chair, with a cup of tea in her lap. She was telling anecdotes about Reno in a rather breathless voice, as if she were afraid of being interrupted, though everyone in the room was listening to her in fascinated silence. There was something about the scene that Jim did not like, and he went over to the shelves and took down a book.


  He had seen the girl before—he knew this at once—somewhere, in a bright-red evening dress that looked too old for her. It must have been at a prom or a football dance at Yale. Suddenly he remembered the whole thing—he had noticed her and thought that she was good-looking and a little bit fast (she had worn long gold earrings), and he had cut in on her without being introduced, just to see what she would say. To his astonishment, she had talked to him about poetry; the mask of the enchantress had dropped from her face and she had seemed excited and happy. In the middle of it, the man she had come with had tapped him on the shoulder with a grumpy air, and danced off with her. Jim had watched her from the sidelines for a little while, admitting to himself that she was having too good a time, or rather, that she was having the wrong kind of good time: she was not floating from man to man as a proper belle should, but talking, laughing, posing, making part of the effort herself. He ought not to have cut in on her without asking her man or some other person to introduce him; yet she had created the sort of lawless atmosphere that provoked such behavior. He did not cut in on her again, and he had never been able to make up his mind whether he liked her or not.


  Here she was again, looking rather prettier and younger, almost virginal, he thought, in a black dress with a white organdy ruffle at the neck; and yet again she was somehow out of bounds, and here in the library as on the dance floor she was having too much of a success.


  “This is Miss Sargent,” the managing editor said, taking his arm and leading him up to the girl’s chair.


  Jim smiled vaguely.


  “I liked your last article,” she said, “the one about the smooth-paper magazines.”


  “Speaking of that,” said Labor and Industry, “do you know that Trotsky has been writing for Liberty?”


  “Writing against Russia,” put in the foreign-news man, who was sympathetic with the Communist party.


  The managing editor bit her lips. “Oh, dear,” she exclaimed plaintively, like a mother who has lost control of her children, “I wish he wouldn’t do that! It’s such a shame to divide our forces now, when we need unity so badly.”


  The cup rattled on the new girl’s saucer. When Jim looked down he could see that she had spilled her tea. There was a brown pool in the saucer, and her cup dripped as she picked it up again.


  “It was just an historical piece,” she said stiffly.


  Several of the women exchanged smiles. “She’s supposed to be a Trotskyist,” the advertising manager, who was good-looking, whispered to Jim.


  “Is that all?” said the foreign-news man. “It’s simply a funny coincidence, I suppose, that it appeared in the place where it could furnish the most ammunition to the enemies of the Soviet Union?”


  “You would have been delighted to run it in the Liberal, of course,” said the girl with an ironical smile.


  The managing editor cut in. “Well, no, we wouldn’t. We have published things by Trotsky, but I think he goes too far. Solidarity on the left is so important at this moment. We can’t afford self-criticism now.”


  “What do you think, Jim?” said Labor and Industry.


  Jim cocked his head and considered the question. “I don’t agree with Helen,” he said finally, nodding toward the managing editor. “Any movement that doesn’t dare hear the truth about itself hasn’t got much on the ball, in my opinion. But I would say that you have to be careful where you print that truth. You want it to be read by your friends, not by your enemies. I think we should have published Trotsky’s piece in the Liberal. On the other hand, I think Trotsky made a mistake in giving it to Liberty. He might just as well have given it to Hearst.”


  The girl drew a deep breath. She looked stubborn and angry. All at once, Jim was sure that he liked her, for she was going to fight back, he saw, and it took courage to do that on your first day in a new job. He wondered, inspecting her clothes and trying to price them, whether she needed the money.


  “It’s a delicate problem,” she began, speaking slowly, as if she were trying to control her feelings and, at the same time in that stilted way that the Trotskyists had, as if they all, like the Old Man, spoke English with an accent, “and it’s a problem that none of you, or I, have had to face, because none of us are serious about revolution. You talk,” she turned to Jim, “as if it were a matter between you and God, or you and your individual, puritan conscience. You people worry all the time about your integrity, like a debutante worrying about her virginity. Just how far can she go and still be a good girl? Trotsky doesn’t look at it that way. For Trotsky it’s a relation between himself and the masses. How can he get the truth to the masses, and how can he keep himself alive in order to do that? You say that it would have been all right if he had brought the piece out in the Liberal. It would have been all among friends, like a family scandal. But who are these friends? Do you imagine that the Liberal is read by the masses? On the contrary, Liberty is read by the masses, and the Liberal is read by a lot of self-appointed delegates for the masses whose principal contact with the working class is a colored maid.”


  “The trade-union people read the Liberal,” said the managing editor, her square, plump face flushing indignantly.


  “Who? Dubinsky? Sidney Hillman?” She pronounced the names contemptuously. “I don’t doubt it. The point is, though, that you—” she turned again to Jim—“you admit that Trotsky is telling the truth, but you think that nobody is good enough to hear it except a select little circle of intellectuals and Liberal readers. What snobbism! Naturally,” she went on, “you have to be careful about how you write the article. You have to write it so that anybody who reads it with the minimum of attention will see that what you are saying to them about the Soviet Union is quite a different thing from what the editors of Liberty have been saying to them. You know, you might not think so, but it’s quite as possible for a revolutionist to make use of Hearst as it is for Hearst to make use of a revolutionist. Lenin went through Germany in a sealed train: the Germans thought they were using him, but he knew he was using the Germans. This Liberty business is the same thing on a smaller scale. The reactionaries have furnished Trotsky with a vehicle by which he can reach the masses. What would you have him do? Hold up his hands like a girl, and say, ‘Oh no! Think of my reputation! I can’t accept presents from strange gentlemen!’ ” Jim laughed out loud, and one or two of the older men snickered. “Besides,” she continued, dropping her voice a little, “there’s the problem of survival. The liberal magazines haven’t shown any desire to stake Trotsky to an orgy of free speech; his organization is poor; would you like it better if he starved?”


  She had finished, and she let her breath out in a tired exhalation, as if she had reached the top of a long flight of stairs. Nobody answered her, and after a moment she picked up her tea cup and began to drink with an air of intense concentration. This ostrich maneuver was classically unsuccessful, for everyone in the room continued to watch her, knowing, just as Jim did, that the tea must be stone-cold. At last, one of the older men spoke.


  “Well,” he said, with a sort of emaciated heartiness, “Trotsky must be a better man than I gave him credit for, to have such a pretty advocate.” The remark dropped like a stone into the pool of silence, setting up echoes of itself, little ripples of sound that spread and spread and finally died away.


  


  Jim stopped her on her way out of the office.


  “Ride down in the elevator with me,” he said.


  “I’ve been thinking,” he began as they stood waiting for the car, “you were absolutely right this afternoon. But you won’t last long here.”


  “I know it,” she said wryly, getting into the elevator. She shrugged her shoulders.


  “Is it true,” he asked, “that you’re a Trotskyite?”


  The girl shook her head.


  “I’m not even political,” she said.


  “But why—?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. I do admire Trotsky. He’s the most romantic man in modern times. And you all sounded so smug.” She paused to think. They were standing on the street in the autumn twilight now. “Working on a magazine like the Liberal does make you smug. You keep patting yourself on the back because you’re not working for Hearst. It’s like a lot of kept women feeling virtuous because they’re not streetwalkers. Oh yes, you’re being true to your ideals; and the kept women are being true to Daddy. But what if Daddy went broke, or the ideals ceased to pay a hundred and a quarter a week? What then? You don’t know and you’d rather not think about it. So when something like Trotsky’s writing for Liberty comes up, it makes you nervous, because it reminds you of the whole problem, and you are all awfully quick to say that never, under any circumstances, would you do that.”


  “Yes,” Jim said, “I see what you mean. But aren’t you being a little romantic? Aren’t you trying to say that we all ought to starve for our convictions?”


  Miss Sargent smiled.


  “I won’t say that, because if I said it, then I ought to go and do it, and I don’t want to. But I do think, somehow, that it ought to be a little bit harder than it is for you Liberal editors. It generally is, for people who are really independent. Society makes them scramble in one way or another. The thing is, Mr. Wendell did scramble, not financially, because he inherited money, but morally and probably socially, a long time ago. And you people are living off the moral income of that fight, just as you are living off his money income.”


  “What about you?” said Jim.


  “Oh, me, too,” said the girl. “But as you say, I won’t last long. Neither will you, I hope. The Liberal is all right as a stopgap, or as a job to support you while you’re writing a book; but the Liberal is not a way of life. If you begin to think that, you’re finished.”


  “What about Mr. Wendell?” said Jim. “It’s a way of life for him.”


  “Oh, Mr. Wendell! Mr. Wendell is a crusader. Of course, it’s a way of life for him. An honorable one. But the Liberal puts him in the red every year, while it puts you and me in the black. That’s one reason he’s managed to be serious for seventy years—every word costs him something. The good things in life are not free.”


  “Public opinion is against you there,” said Jim.


  “Maybe. Well, I must go.” She hesitated a moment. “How does the old man feel about the paper?”


  “Worried.”


  “Yes,” she said. “Like a self-made man who’s tried to give his children all the advantages he didn’t have. And then they turn out badly, and he can’t understand it. You prove my point for me. Well, good-bye.”


  He walked to the subway with her, and all the way home he thought about the conversation. He was very much excited and disturbed. At home he told Nancy what had happened.


  “She is going to stir up a lot of trouble,” said Nancy calmly.


  “Yes,” Jim answered, smiling, “that’s the kind of girl she is. A troublemaker.”


  “There must be something wrong with her.”


  “Yes,” said Jim. “I suppose there is.”


  It was queer, he thought, lying in bed that night (for he still did his thinking, like a boy, with the lights out), it was queer that Nancy had hit on it instantly. There must be something wrong with her. On the surface, it might appear that she had everything—looks and brains and health and youth and taste—and yet in a strange way she went against the grain. She was too tense, for one thing. It was as if she lived on excitement, situations, crises, trouble, as Nancy said. And she was not one of those happy trouble-makers who toss the apple of discord around as though it were a child’s ball. On the contrary, this afternoon in the library, she had been scared stiff. In one way, he was sure, she had not wanted to speak up for Trotsky at all; she had had to force herself to it, and the effort had left her white. You had to admire her courage for undertaking something that cost her so much; but then, he thought, why do it, why drive yourself if it doesn’t come easy? Nothing had been gained; Trotsky was no better off for her having spoken; and she herself, if she went on that way, would lose her job. For the spectator there had been something horrible about the scene; it was like watching a nervous trapeze artist performing on the high bars without a net: if the performer did not have iron nerves, he ought to get out of the business. “The coward dies a thousand deaths,” he murmured. “The brave but one.”


  “What did you say, dear?” asked Nancy from the other bed.


  “I didn’t know you were awake.”


  “I’ve got those cramps in my legs again.”


  She was seven months pregnant.


  “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was just thinking out loud.”


  “About that girl, I bet,” she said cheerfully.


  “Yes.”


  “Watch out!” said Nancy in a bantering voice.


  “Hell,” Jim answered, and his reply had more distaste in it than he had intended to put there. “I wouldn’t have her for anybody’s money. Besides,” he went on, “she’s supposed to be engaged. She divorced her husband to marry some other guy. Though when I left her this evening, she looked to me like a girl who didn’t have a date. She lingered, you know . . .”


  “Yes,” said Nancy. “Well, I guess you’re safe.”


  Two months later, en route between a cocktail party and a political dinner, he kissed Miss Sargent in a taxi. Nancy was in the hospital with a new baby girl, and as he leaned down toward his companion, it seemed to him that this fact justified the kiss, lent it indeed the stamp of orthodoxy—young husbands were supposed to go slightly on the loose when their wives were in the hospital having babies; it was the Yale thing, the manly thing, to do. Yet he had hardly framed the excuse to himself when he heard his own voice speaking, a little thick with Martinis and emotion.


  “I love you,” he said, and listened to the words with surprise, for this was not on the cards at all, and he did not even know if it were true.


  “I know,” she whispered, and as soon as he heard her say this he was convinced that it was true, and he began to feel joyfully unhappy.


  “Ever since that Shef dance,” he continued. “You wore a red dress.” Now he believed (for he was a little tight and every love must have its legend) that he had been fatefully in love with her for years, but that there had been some barrier between them; yet at the same time, kept, as it were, in the cold-storage compartment of his heart, was the certainty that the only barrier that had ever existed was the faint distaste he felt for what was extreme and headstrong and somehow unladylike in her nature.


  “I didn’t think you remembered,” she said. “Why didn’t you cut in on me again?”


  “You terrified me,” he said, knowing, all at once, that this too was true.


  The taxi had drawn up to the door of a third-rate hotel that was frequently used for left-wing, money-raising evenings.


  “Do you want to go in?” he said.


  “Of course,” she answered, and raised her head for him to kiss her.


  He was disappointed. He had half-expected her to say something foolish and passionate like, “Let’s keep on driving around all night,” or something sultry like, “Come home with me.” Her equanimity angered him, for what good was a girl like this unless she was foolish and passionate and sultry? He did not kiss her again, but gave her shoulder a slight, friendly push toward the doorman who was waiting to open the cab door. She evaded the doorman’s hand and jumped out. By the time Jim had finished paying the cab, she had disappeared into the hotel.


  Jim was at the speakers’ table, though he was not scheduled to give a formal talk. From where he sat he could see the girl, eating with some people he did not know. He counted them carefully; the number was uneven; unquestionably, she was the extra girl. The discovery gave him a strange kind of satisfaction: she was free, and the evening was not over; anything could still happen; on the other hand, the fact that she was so patently free, dangling there at her table under his eyes, made it easy for him to relinquish her in his mind. He had already decided to go home early and call Nancy the first thing in the morning to tell her how much he loved her, when he looked down at the girl’s table and found that she was gone. Her friends were still there; there was only a single empty chair pushed back from the table, as if it had been abandoned in a hurry. He was filled with despair. His prudent, saving self told him that at least he could still call Nancy with a clear conscience—that much had been salvaged from the evening—but the notion no longer pleased him; there is something savorless about a profit that has not been made at somebody else’s expense. He began to move about restlessly on his chair, and at the first break between the speeches, he went out to the bar.


  She was there, standing beside a fat, middle-aged radical who had his arm around her waist. She was drinking a Scotch and soda and laughing at what the man was saying. The man reached out and tapped Jim on the shoulder as he passed by.


  “Hello,” he said, with a slight German accent. “The speeches are terrible.”


  The girl turned and saw Jim.


  “Now I know,” she said, “why you wanted to pass this up. Can you imagine,” she added to the man, “I thought it was my personal charm.”


  Jim smiled uncomfortably. This Dorothy Parker act rubbed him the wrong way. Especially after what had happened.


  “Would you like to go somewhere and dance?” he said.


  The girl looked inquiringly at her companion.


  “What about it?” she asked.


  “I didn’t invite Leo,” Jim said, trying to make his voice sound light, knowing that he was behaving foolishly, that Leo was a gossip, and that Nancy would probably hear of this.


  “Oh, but I invite him,” said the girl.


  “I don’t dance,” Leo said. “You young bourgeois go along.”


  In the end, Leo went with them. The two men bought the girl gardenias on a street corner, and there was a great deal of joking competition as to whose gardenia was the biggest and most perfect. They went to a French place on the West Side that had a small orchestra and was not too capitalistic. Jim and the girl danced, and Leo sat at the table like a German papa and made Marxist witticisms about them. The girl did not dance so well as Nancy, but she carried herself as if she were the belle of the evening. When it was time to go home, there was more joking about who should be dropped first, but it was finally agreed that Leo’s place was obviously the first stop. As soon as the cab door closed on Leo’s stout figure, Jim kissed the girl again.


  “I love you,” he said.


  “It was better to bring Leo along,” she murmured as if in answer. “I’m an expert conspirator. I know.”


  Jim felt a slight chill run through him.


  “I don’t like conspiracies,” he said.


  “Oh, neither do I,” she said quickly. “But sometimes they’re necessary.”


  Her tone, he thought, was precisely that of an army officer who professes to hate war.


  “This time,” he said, “they won’t be necessary, Margaret.”


  She looked up at him. As they passed a street light, he thought he could see her lips quiver slightly.


  “It’s funny,” she said, “whenever a man starts to tell you he’s going to break with you, he uses your first name, even if he’s never used it before.”


  “I wasn’t . . .” said Jim.


  “Oh yes,” she said. “Yes, you were. Well, I’m going to be nice. I’m going to help you out. I’m going to say all the proper things.” She took a breath and began to recite. “There is no future in this, it can’t lead anywhere, it would only hurt us both, it wouldn’t be any good unless it were serious and under the circumstances it can’t be serious; if we once loved each other, we might not be able to stop, so we had better stop now. Or I could say,” her voice dropped, “if we once loved each other, we would be able to stop, so let’s stop before we find that out.”


  The taxi drew up in front of her apartment, which was on a street with a quaint name, in the Village.


  “Good night,” she said. “Please don’t see me to the door.” She jumped out of the taxi with a kind of exaggerated lightness, just as she had done at the hotel. She ran up the steps and opened the outer door.


  “Where to?” said the driver.


  Jim could still see her in the entryway, searching in her purse for the key.


  “Go on across Seventh Avenue,” he said.


  The next afternoon he took her home from work on the subway. They went up to her apartment, where they made love. After dinner, he had to leave her to go to see Nancy in the hospital. He stopped and bought some flowers on the way.


  


  It was fortunate, all things considered, that he was called to Washington the following morning. When he got back, Nancy was ready to come home with the baby. Naturally, under the circumstances, there could be no thought of continuing the affair. Miss Sargent, he told himself, was an intelligent girl; she would surely understand . . . the impossibility, et cetera, better to kill the thing quickly . . . more painless in the long run . . . no need to talk about it . . . why stir up the embers? These serviceable phrases rose readily to his mind; it was as if he had memorized them long ago for just such an occasion. The only difficulty was that he could not imagine looking Miss Sargent in the eye and uttering a single one of them.


  From her demeanor he could make out whether she was suffering. It seemed to him sometimes that she was waiting, waiting with a kind of maddening self-control for the word of explanation, the final phrase with which to write off the affair. But it was quite possible that this notion was purely subjective with him, that it arose from his own sense of owing her an explanation and had no basis in fact. It was possible that she had already written off the affair, that she had never expected anything of him, that he was just a guy she had gone to bed with one afternoon, when she had no other engagement. After all, she had never said she loved him. It was he, he thought with a groan, who had said all those things; she had merely said “I know” in a sweet, wise voice. Recalling his declarations in the taxi that night, he ground his teeth in shame and anger.


  “Why the hell did I do it?” he muttered to himself. He considered what alternatives there had been. If he had not let her run away that night? If he had followed her and taken the key from her hand and opened her door? He could imagine himself climbing the stairs behind her. He could see them coming into her small room and turning to face each other, bulky and absurd in their winter coats. Her face would have had that strange, white look, as if she were going to faint. They would have clung to each other just as they were, and he would have pushed her gently down on the couch. He could not see clearly what would have happened afterwards, when they would have begun to talk again; but it would have been something desperately serious. He would have promised to leave Nancy. Suddenly he felt utterly sure that that was what he would have done; and even now, in his office, his mind turned a somersault of terror at the very idea. It was a premonition of this that had made him, in the taxi, acquiesce in her dismissal of him, accept her formulation of why it could not be. He had ridden home in a mood of mournful exaltation, in which a sense of heroic resignation had mingled with relief and joy, as if he had come out of some terrible catastrophe alive.


  But when he woke up the next morning, this peculiar happiness, half-elegiac, half-prudent, had vanished, and he was on fire with lust. He knew that he had had a narrow escape, but he knew also that he could not leave the thing as it was. He had an implacable conviction that the affair must be finished off somehow, and he had not been at the office half an hour before he had decided that it was absolutely essential to his peace of mind for him to sleep with the girl. He could not read a manuscript or write a letter; he could not listen when anyone spoke to him; later, when he went out to lunch, he could eat nothing but the quartered pickle that lay beside the sandwich he had ordered. There was no longer any question of love or high tragedy; he had given the girl up the night before; and he saw no reason now to change his mind. He was going to give her up, of course, but he must have her first, and indeed it seemed to him that if he did not have her he could not give her up. All his feelings about her had hardened into a physical need which he endured like a pain, believing from moment to moment that he could not stand it any longer. He said to himself that if he could only bear it for a day or two, it would diminish and finally be dissipated altogether; but, though he knew from observation and experience that this was true, he did not believe it, or rather it seemed irrelevant to him, for, like all sufferers, he had lost the sense of time.


  Shortly after lunch, he knew that he had passed the threshold of tolerance, and just as a desperate patient will reach up and deflect the surgeon’s arm, no longer caring what the surgeon or the nurse or the attendants think of him, he leapt up from his desk and strode into the literary editor’s office. “I’ll take you home at five,” he said in a grim voice. Both of the women stared at him. “You sound as if you were going to murder her,” exclaimed the literary editor, but Jim had already turned and was on his way out.


  Immediately, he felt better. His excitement was succeeded by a frozen calm. He was able to go on with his work, able to think about the girl with detachment, able even to feel a premature remorse, as if he had already committed the adultery, and were now doing penance for it. The girl no longer appeared to him so desirable; he could toy with the notion of not sleeping with her; in fact, he nearly persuaded himself that he was going to sleep with her somehow against his inclination and only because he had told her he would take her home. It was as if he had made a contract with her which he would be glad to wriggle out of, but which seemed, alas, binding.


  Riding uptown on the subway beside her, he began to dislike her. If only she would flirt or be demure or pretend that she did not know what was going to happen! Then he could feel free to choose her all over again. But she did not speak, and when he looked into her face, he saw there an expression that was like a tracing made with fine tissue paper of his own feelings, an expression of suffering, of resignation, of stoical endurance. It was as if she were his sister, his twin, his tormented Electra; it was as if they were cursed, both together, with a wretched, unquenchable, sterile lust that “ran in the family.” Once she turned her head and smiled at him disconsolately, but though he felt a touch of pity, he could not smile back; he had lost the ability to make any human gesture toward her.


  In the apartment, he took her twice with a zeal that was somehow both business-like and insane, and then rolled over on his back and sighed deeply, like a man who has completed some disagreeable but salutary task. He no longer wanted her; he knew he would never want her again. As if she, too, knew that it was finished, she got up at once, with an air of apology for being naked in unsuitable circumstances. She picked her clothes off the floor where he had tossed them, and went into the bathroom. When she came out, she was dressed. Without a word, he took his own clothes off the chair and went on into the bathroom.


  Why the hell, he said to himself now, had he not at least taken her to a decent restaurant for dinner and bought her cocktails and a bottle of wine? “I could have taken her to Charles,” he murmured once. “It was right around the corner.” He banged his fist on the desk until it hurt him. Instead, they had gone to a Japanese tearoom, where they had eaten the seventy-five-cent dinner and talked lamely of office politics. He had called for the check before she had quite finished her chocolate sundae.


  Much later, when his career had been achieved, that afternoon assumed for Jim an allegorical significance. Here, surely, had been the turning-point; here the hero had been chastened and nearly laid low; here had been the pit, the mouth of hell, the threat of oblivion, the gleam of redemption. Or, to put it more vaguely, as he did himself, this unfortunate love affair had somehow been “necessary”: he had had to go through it in order to pass on to the next stage of his development. It was like one of those critical episodes in the autobiographies of great businessmen, as ghostwritten for The Saturday Evening Post—the moment of destiny when the future R. W. Sears or Frank Woolworth is fired by his employer for daydreaming or incompetence, and thus awakened to the necessity of carving his own niche, a moment the elderly tycoon reverts to in print with tireless gratitude: “If he had not fired me, I would be a clerk today.” In later years, Jim came to have this same kind of feeling about Miss Sargent, and, once, when he was tight at a party, he tried to tell her about it. “Oh, thank you,” she had exclaimed, widening her eyes. “I’ll have a brass plaque made to hang around my neck, saying, ‘Jim Barnett slept here.’ ” And he had burst out laughing at once, saying, “Ouch” loudly, because there was no real vanity in him.


  It was a long time, however, before he took this view of the affair, a long time, indeed, before he could think of it without the most excruciating remorse. The odd thing was that this remorse seemed to have no connection with Nancy. He did not feel that he had betrayed Nancy with the girl in the office; he saw it, in fact, the other way around. He could almost believe that with Nancy and the new baby he was enjoying an idyllic and respectable liaison, while Miss Sargent was the neglected wife. He found that he was avoiding her around the office, fearing a showdown in an empty corridor, fearing equally a kiss or a snub. He came in softly, at odd hours, like a married man in a comic strip creeping up the dark stairs with his shoes in his hand. At the same time, he found that he was trying to appease her politically. At editorial conferences, he began to reveal certain ultra-leftist tendencies; he would make long, earnest speeches, stuttering slightly in the Yale style, and then raise his eyes furtively for her approval. But still she gave no sign, and as time passed and she continued to behave with impenetrable self-possession, as they never met in the elevator or the library, he began to desire the showdown as greatly as he had feared it. Now he arranged occasions to be alone with her; and he was startled to discover, after several failures, that she was avoiding him. She came to the office late and left early; the telephone operator reported that she was engaged to a new man. Late that summer she went away, out West somewhere, where she came from; it was understood in the office that she was to get up some articles for the paper and at the same time secure her father’s blessing for her second marriage.


  As soon as she was gone, Jim felt light and happy again, and the other women in the office told him that he was “more like himself.” He threw himself into the job of getting out a special election supplement. This was the sort of work he was well suited to, for he took the election with intense seriousness, regarding his vote as a sum of money which was not to be invested lightly. Unlike the other members of the staff, who were hysterically predisposed in Roosevelt’s favor, Jim could look at the array of candidates with the impartial sobriety of the ideal consumer attempting to choose between different brands of soap. He was not deceived by labels, and he saw at once that Landon was not a tory, Lemke was not a fascist, Browder was not a communist, and Roosevelt was not a socialist. He was sent to interview each of the candidates, and he wrote a series of informal character sketches that astonished everyone with their perspicacity and good humor. In the end, he decided to vote for Roosevelt, though he had an uneasy feeling about Norman Thomas, whom Mr. Wendell, alone on the paper, was supporting. The war in Spain, however, seemed to clinch the matter; in times like these, a protest vote was a luxury, and that was enough to outlaw it in Jim’s eyes.


  He was never sure, afterwards, whether or not it was Miss Sargent’s letter that changed his mind. This was a reply to an election questionnaire the paper had sent out to its contributors; Jim came upon it one afternoon in August. She would vote, she wrote, for the Socialist-Labor candidate, whose name she could not remember—would someone in the office please find out for her? Jim stared at the familiar angular handwriting, and felt himself flush with anger. It must be a joke, he said to himself; it was something she had thought up to annoy the managing editor; in fact she could not even have thought it up for herself; her friend Leo must have egged her on to it. “What a damn silly thing to do!” he exclaimed out loud, and he was tempted to destroy the letter to save the girl’s face. Then suddenly a large sense of chivalry displaced his annoyance: he was determined to protect her from the consequences of her frivolity. He could announce that he was supporting the Socialist-Labor candidate himself, write an article on that tiny, fierce, incorruptible sect. Something might be done about De Leon and the American socialist movement. But almost immediately he realized that the idea was too outlandish; he could not bring himself to cut so fantastic a figure. Why, for God’s sake, couldn’t she vote for Thomas, he muttered, and then it came to him as a happy thought that he could vote for Thomas: in some indefinable way this would cover her, make a bridge between her and the rest of the staff.


  A fine exhilaration quickly took possession of him, and he perceived that he had wanted to vote for Thomas all along. The Roosevelt bandwagon had been far too comfortable—that fact alone should have been a warning to him. He could predict for himself a long talk with Nancy and a short wrangle with the managing editor, but already he could see the article that would appear in next week’s issue, “Why I Think I’ll Vote for Thomas,” by James Barnett. It would be an honest, dogged, tentative, puzzled article that would invite the reader into the author’s mind, apologize for the furniture, and beg him to make himself quite at home. In the end, the reader might not be persuaded, but he would be able to leave with the assurance that, however he voted, there would be no hard feelings. With each of Jim Barnett’s articles, that, somehow, became the main object. He was like a happy-go-lucky, well-mannered salesman who seems to the prospect delightfully different from other salesmen—as, indeed, he is, since in his eagerness to please he loses sight of his purpose and sells nothing but himself. The born political pamphleteer, like the born salesman, is usually a slightly obnoxious person. Inescapably, Jim had noticed that the two qualities often went together, but it did not appear to him in the light of a general law, but rather as an unhappy accident, a temporary disagreeable state of things which could, with patience, be remedied. And, for a long time, he considered himself the exception which disproved the rule. When it came to him at last that he was not exceptional but irrelevant, when he was, so to speak, ruled out as immaterial, having no bearing, incompetent in the legal sense, the shock was terrific.


  It was the Moscow trials that made him know, for the first time, that he did not really “belong.” Miss Sargent came into his office one day in the fall with a paper for him to sign. (She was back from the Coast and—mysteriously—no longer engaged to be married.) Clearly, the document in her hand was of deep significance for her, and as Jim read it over, his heart swelled with magnanimity, for he saw that he was going to be able to grant her the first request she had ever made of him, and grant it easily, largely, without a second thought, like a millionaire signing a check for a sister of Charity. The statement demanded a hearing for Leon Trotsky, who had been accused in the trials in Moscow of numberless crimes against the Soviet state. It demanded, also, what it called (rather pompously, he thought) the right of asylum for him. Jim had never believed for a moment that Trotsky was guilty of the charges, and this disbelief remained to the bitter end profound and unshakable. Other people wavered, were frightened or coaxed or bribed to resign from the Trotsky Committee; Trotskyites of long standing would wake sweating in the night to ask, “What if Stalin were right?” but Jim was serene and jocular through it all, and the strength of his skepticism came, not from a knowledge of the evidence, nor a sense of Trotsky’s integrity, nor an historical view of the Soviet Union, but simply from a deficiency of imagination. Jim did not believe that Trotsky could have plotted to murder Stalin, or to give the Ukraine to Hitler, because he could not imagine himself or anybody he knew behaving in such a melodramatic and improbable manner. People did not act like that; it was all like a bad spy picture that you hissed and booed and applauded (ironically) from the gallery of the Hype in New Haven. And indeed the whole Russian scene appeared to Jim at bottom to be the invention of a movie writer; his skepticism included not only the confessions of the defendants but the fact of the defendants’ existence. How could there be such people as Romm and Piatakov and the GPU agent, Holtzman? How indeed could there be such a dark and terrible organization as the GPU? It was all so very unlikely. And, in some strange way, Europe itself was unlikely. Jim always had the greatest difficulty in making himself see that Hitler was real, and one reason he had never subscribed to the Popular Front was that whenever he tried to conjure up the menace of fascism, somewhere deep down inside him a Yale undergraduate snickered.


  So that it was no problem at all for him to put his signature below Miss Sargent’s. Aside from everything else, there was a purely sporting question involved: you don’t accuse a man without giving him a chance to answer for himself. Of course Trotsky should be heard. He said as much to Miss Sargent and she smiled at him, and their Anglo-Saxon sense of fair play was warm for a moment between them—he could feel it in his stomach like a shot of whisky. All the shame of that other afternoon was gone suddenly, and he thought what a hell of a nice, straight, clear-eyed girl she was, after all.


  This sense of recognition, this spiritual handclasp, lasted only an instant, however, for as soon as she began to speak, her words tripped over each other, and he saw, with disappointment, that she was being intense about the matter. She said something about his “courage,” and he reddened and blinked his eyes and twisted his head from side to side, disavowing the virtue. Why, he thought impatiently, was it necessary for Marxists to talk in this high-flown way? There was no question of courage here; it was just a matter of common sense. And he anticipated no trouble. There was never any trouble if you handled these controversies in the right way, kept your head, took it easy, did not let the personal note intrude. It was unfortunate, he had been saying for years, that the radical movement had inherited Karl Marx’s cantankerous disposition together with his world-view. The “polemical” side of Marxism was its most serious handicap; here in America, especially, it went against the grain. He was not so simple as to subscribe to the mythology of the conference table (the class struggle was basic, inadjudicable), but surely on the left itself, there could be a little more friendliness, a little more co-operativeness, a little more give-and-take, live-and-let-live and let-sleeping-dogs-lie. And it was really so easy. Take his own case: he had friends of every shade of opinion, argued with them freely, pulled no punches, but never had a quarrel. There had been the time when he had been obliged to throw a classmate out of his apartment for telling an anti-Semitic story, but the guy had come back the next day, sober, and apologized, and they had shaken hands on it, and the incident was forgotten. It only went to show. Unfortunately, however, the bad side of Marxism was precisely what attracted warped personalities of the type of Miss Sargent, who had long lists of people she did not speak to, and who delighted in grievance committees, boycotts, and letters to the editor. So that the evil multiplied a thousandfold. It was like an hereditary insanity that is perpetuated not only through the genes but by a process of selection in which emotional instability tends to marry emotional instability and you end up with the Jukes family. Or you begin with Marx’s carbuncles and you end with the Moscow trials.


  “Take it easy,” he said to the girl, patting her shoulder in token of dismissal.


  “I’ll try,” she answered, lightly enough, but as she turned to go, she flung at him that same sad, desperate smile that she had given him on the subway just before— He closed the door hastily behind her. For an instant it was as if he, too, had heard the chord that announces the return of a major theme, a sound heavy with dread and expectation. It was all going to begin again, the same thing, disguised, augmented, in a different key, but irrefragably the same thing. His stomach executed a peculiar drop, and this sensation, also, he remembered. It was the feeling you have on a roller-coaster at Coney Island, when the car has just started and you are sitting in the front seat, and you know for sure (you have been wondering up to this moment) that you do not want to ride on it. After the first dip, you lose this certainty (you would unquestionably die if you kept it), you may even enjoy the ride or suggest a second trip, become an aficionado of roller-coasters, discriminate nicely between the Cyclone at Palisades Park and the Thunderbolt at Revere Beach. You are, after all, a human being, with a hundred tricks up your sleeve. But at the very beginning you knew.


  


  However, there seemed at first no cause for alarm. The whole affaire Trotsky, as somebody called it, was going off according to schedule. Miss Sargent would come to the office every morning in a fever of indignation: mysterious strangers telephoned her at midnight, she received anonymous letters and marked copies of the Daily Worker, a publisher went back on a verbal agreement he had made with her, people cut her on the street, an invitation to a summer writers’ conference had been withdrawn. Jim listened to these stories with a tolerant smile: this was the usual sectarian hysteria. No doubt some of these things had actually happened to her (he would not go so far as to say she had made them up), but certainly she exaggerated, colored, dramatized, interpreted, with very little regard for probability. Nothing of the sort was happening to him. He was on the best of terms with his Stalinist friends, who even kidded him a little about his association with Trotsky; several publishers were after him to do a book; and he got an offer to join the staff of a well-known news magazine. If anything, his open break with the Party had enhanced his value.


  Moreover, he was enjoying himself enormously. He had the true American taste for argument, argument as distinguished from conversation on the one hand and from oratory on the other. The long-drawn-out, meandering debate was, perhaps, the only art form he understood or relished, and this was natural, since the argument is in a sense our only indigenous folk-art, and it is not the poet but the silver-tongued lawyer who is our real national bard. The Moscow trials seemed admirably suited to the medium, and at any cocktail party that season, Jim could be found in a corner, wrangling pleasantly over Piatakov and Romm, the Hotel Bristol in Copenhagen and the landing field at Oslo.


  However, here, as in the other arts, there were certain conventions to be observed: statistics were virtually de rigueur, but rhetoric was unseemly; heat was allowed, but not rancor. Jim himself obeyed all the rules with a natural, unconscious decorum, and in his own circle he felt perfectly secure in advocating Trotsky’s cause. It was at the Trotsky committee meetings that he had misgivings. An ill-assorted group of nervous people would sit in a bare classroom in the New School or lounge on studio couches in somebody’s apartment, listening to Schachtman, a little dark lawyer, demolish the evidence against the Old Man in Mexico. Schachtman’s reasoning Jim took no exception to (though it was, perhaps, almost too close); what bothered him was the tone of these gatherings. It seemed to him that every committee member wore an expression of injury, of self-justification, a funny, feminine, “put-upon” look, just as if they were all, individually, on trial. They nodded with emphasis at every telling point, with an air of being able to corroborate it from their own experience; ironical smiles of vindication kept flitting from face to face. And not only, Jim thought, did they behave like accused persons; they also behaved like guilty persons; the very anxiety of their demeanor would have convicted them before any jury. Watching them all, Jim would wish that he was the only guy in the world who took Trotsky’s side, and he would feel a strong sympathy with Leibowitz, who, at Decatur during the Scottsboro case, was supposed to have told the Communists to get the hell out of town. Sometimes, even, listening to Novack read aloud a fiery letter from the Old Man, he would wish that Trotsky himself could be eliminated, or at least held incommunicado, till the investigation was over. The Old Man did not understand Americans.


  And after the meeting had broken up, over coffee or highballs, the committee members would exchange anecdotes of persecution, of broken contracts, broken love affairs, isolation, slander, and betrayal. Jim listened with an astonished, impatient incredulity, and he and Nancy used to laugh late at night in their living room over the tales he brought home of Trotskyist suggestibility. They laughed kindly and softly—so as not to wake the baby—over their Ritz crackers and snappy cheese, and Nancy, full-bosomed, a little matronly already in her flowered house coat, seemed to Jim, by contrast with the people he had just left, a kind of American Athena, a true presiding deity of common sense.


  Yet occasionally, when he was alone, when an engagement had fallen through and he was left unoccupied, when Nancy was late getting home in the afternoon, he wondered. What if all these stories were true? What if even some of them were true? How did it happen that he was exempt from this campaign of terror? He had not compromised; he had spoken his mind. Did the others, the Stalinists, hope that he would “come around”? Or did they believe that terroristic methods would not work with him? This thought was pleasing and he would hold it at arm’s length for a moment, contemplating it, in a kind of Boy Scout daydream of torture and manly defiance, of Indians and the Inquisition, and the boy with his finger in the dike. But humor inevitably challenged this view; the dream dissolved; he was left puzzled. Sometimes, a sort of mild panic would follow. He would be overwhelmed by a sense of trespassing on the Trotsky case. It was as if he had come to dinner at the wrong address and the people were very polite and behaved as if he were expected; out of good breeding they would not allow him to explain his mistake, nor would they set him on his way to the right house. Or it was as if he were an extra who had got onto the stage in the wrong scene: the actors went on acting as if he were not there, and nobody furnished him with a pretext for an exit.


  Before long, he began to notice in himself a desire to compete, to have some hair-raising experience of his own and vie in martyrdom with the other members. He was ashamed of this wish; at the same time, it confirmed his skepticism. Here, he felt, was the key to the whole business; nobody wanted to be left out of a thing like this; it was the phenomenon that had been noted again and again at spiritualistic séances: people unconsciously began to co-operate with the medium and with each other, so that no one should seem to be deficient in psychic powers.


  This shrewd explanation might have satisfied him—if it had not been for John Dewey. . . . The adherence of the dean of American philosophy, which ought to have reassured Jim, worried him profoundly. It never failed to violate Jim’s sense of fitness to see this old man, the very apotheosis of the cracker-barrel spirit, deep in conversation with Schachtman or Stolberg, nodding his white head from time to time in acquiescence to some extravagant statement, smiling, agreeing, accepting, supporting. It was like finding your father in bed with a woman. And the most painful thing about it was that the old man should be so at home here, so much more at home than Jim could ever be. He takes to it like a duck to water, committee members would say, proudly and affectionately to each other, and Jim could not deny that this was so. Dewey truly appeared to have no reservations; you could not call that mild irony a reservation, for it was a mere habit, like his Yankee drawl, that was so ingrained, so natural, that it seemed to have no specific relation to the outside world, but only to his own, interior life. Whenever Jim heard that dry voice swell out at a mass meeting in anger and eloquence, he squirmed in his seat, not knowing whether to feel embarrassed for Dewey or for himself. The very kinship he felt with the old man served to deepen and define his own sense of alienation, as in a family the very resemblance that exists between the members serves to make more salient the individual differences. It was impossible, moreover, to doubt Dewey’s judgment, and when Jim saw that Dewey believed the stories of persecution (he had indeed been a little bit persecuted—“annoyed,” Dewey put it, himself), Jim, unwillingly, began to believe too.


  Now the ground was cut from under him. This was perhaps the first time in his life that he was subscribing to something which he could not check against his own experience or psychology, which his own experience and psychology seemed, in fact, to contradict. There was no subjective correlative; he was no longer his own man. Yet once he had conceded the point, the evidence began rushing in at him. A hundred incidents that he had forgotten or ignored or discounted marshaled themselves before his eyes. He remembered the prominent names that had dropped off the committee’s letterhead, the queer, defamatory stories he had encountered everywhere about members of the committee, the books unaccountably rejected by publishers. What was more devastating, he saw now (a thing he had denied a month before) that the Stalinist campaign of intimidation had already had its effect on the Liberal’s policy.


  He read down the contributors’ column one day and found it a roster of new names—youngsters just out of college, professors from obscure universities, elderly, non-political writers who had been boasting for years that they did not “take sides” and who were now receiving their reward. It was hard to know exactly when they had come in, but suddenly they were all there. The whole complexion of the magazine had unobtrusively changed. It was not, precisely, that it had become Stalinist; rather, like some timid and adaptive bird, it was endeavoring to make itself as neutral-colored as possible and fade discreetly into the surrounding landscape. The whole process, he saw, had been a negative one. A few months earlier, Mr. Wendell had resigned—on account of his age, it was said officially. The paper had been made two pages shorter, there were more cartoons, more straight reportage. Shorter articles in larger type, not so much political and aesthetic theory. Articles had been limited to two thousand words apiece; the book-review section had been cut in half and a humorous column had been added. Nothing you could put your finger on, yet by these innocent measures the paper had effectively purged itself of Trotskyism, for the fact was that the Trotskyists, anarchists, and other dissidents did run to political and aesthetic theory, to articles more than two thousand words long, to book reviews of unpopular novelists and poets.


  That same afternoon, he observed for the first time the machinery of exclusion. He came into the literary editor’s office; it was her day for seeing book reviewers. A young anti-Stalinist reviewer was standing despondently in front of the shelves, which usually overflowed with books (for the literary editor was rather inefficient about getting things reviewed on time), but which were now unwontedly, desolately empty. Eight or nine popular novels with garish jackets leaned against each other in one corner. The young man had been asking for a new book—Jim did not catch the name. The literary editor shook her head; unfortunately the book had just gone out to a professor at Northwestern. He mentioned another title; that, too, had been assigned—to an instructor at Berkeley. He mumbled something about an article on Silone; the literary editor was not encouraging; she wondered whether you could do justice to Silone in fifteen hundred words; the paper was not printing many general articles; she could not promise anything.


  She got up from her desk and wandered toward the shelves, gesturing vaguely at the popular novels. “Do us a note of a hundred words on one of these—if you feel like it,” she said negligently. The young man shook his head and shambled out of the office; it was perfectly clear that he would not return. The literary editor murmured something pettish about the insularity of New York intellectuals, and Miss Sargent, who had been sitting all the while with averted head, looked up.


  “On Broadway they call that the brush-off,” she said.


  The literary editor affected not to hear.


  Miss Sargent continued, looking straight at Jim, speaking in a louder voice.


  “Have you heard? I’m being transferred to Labor and Industry. On account of the curtailment of the book-review section—which we all deplore—my duties are being assumed by a stenographer.”


  “Oh, Margaret,” said the literary editor, “you’re becoming perfectly impossible. I should think you’d be glad to be out of this. I know I would.”


  The girl did not answer, but kept on looking at Jim. It was impossible to misread her gaze, which held in it something challenging and at the same time something feminine and suppliant. He met her eyes for an instant, then shook his head hopelessly.


  “You girls,” he began, intending to say something humorous and pacific, but he could not finish his sentence. He shook his head again, and retreated from the office. As soon as he got into the corridor, however, the truncated conversation continued in his mind. That book reviewer, said a firm light soprano, that unfortunate boy, with his bad complexion, his blue mesh shirt open at the throat, was Stalin’s victim just as surely as the silicosis sufferers who had recently been displayed at a Congressional investigation were the victims of industrial capitalism. What the hell, his own voice answered, the young man was probably no great shakes as a writer (he looked like a punk); it was not a question of life and death; the kid was on the WPA and the Liberal’s check could do no more than buy him a few beers at the Jumble Shop. Ah yes, the first voice resumed, martyrs are usually unappetizing personally; that is why people treat them so badly; for every noble public man, like Trotsky, you must expect a thousand miserable little followers, but there is really more honor in defending them than in defending the great man, who can speak for himself. His own voice did not reply, and a visual illusion succeeded the auditory one. He saw the figure of the book reviewer splashed on a poster, like the undernourished child in the old Belgian relief stickers; underneath a caption thundered: WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO ABOUT IT?


  That was the first time. Soon it became a regular thing with Jim to talk to Miss Sargent in his mind. The moment the lights were out at night, the cool, light voice would begin its indictment, and his own voice, grumbling, expostulating, denying, would take up the defense. And in the daytime, Jim would find himself thinking up arguments, saving them, telling himself, “I must be sure to mention this,” just as if it were a real conversation he was going home to. He remembered enough of his psychology courses to know that he was not having hallucinations. Though the voice sounded perfectly natural, he did not hear it with his physical ear, but only with his mind. Moreover, the conversations were, in some sense, voluntary; that is, he did not like them, he did not want to have them, yet they did not precisely impose themselves on him, for it was he, unwillingly, of his own free will, who was making them up.


  Nevertheless, he was alarmed. It was screwy, he told himself, to spend your time talking to someone who was not there. At the very least, it showed that the person had a hold on you—a disagreeable, unnerving idea. In Jim’s world, nobody had a “hold” on anybody else. Yet the fact was (and he had to face it) he was not in the driver’s seat any more. For almost as long as he could remember there had been two selves, a critical principled self, and an easy-going, follow-the-crowd, self-indulgent, adaptable self. These two characters had debated comfortably in bed, had “taken stock,” defined their differences, maintained an equilibrium. But it was as if, during the Moscow trials, the critical principled self had thrown up the sponge; it had abdicated, and a girl’s voice had intruded to take over its function. At some point in those recent months, Jim had ceased to be his own severest critic, but criticism, far from being stilled, had grown more obdurate. When we pass from “I ought to do this” to “You think I ought to do this,” it seems to us at first that we have weakened the imperative; actually, by externalizing it, we have made it unanswerable, for it is only ourselves that we can come to terms with. And where Jim had once had to meet specific objections from his better nature, he was now confronted with what he imagined to be a general, undiscriminating hostility, a spirit of criticism embodied in the girl that was capricious, feminine, and absolutely inscrutable, so that he went about feeling continually guilty without knowing just what it was he had done. It haunted him that if he could anticipate every objection, he would be safe, but there was no telling what this strange girl might find fault with, and the very limitation of his knowledge of her made the number of possible objections limitless.


  He longed to act, he told himself, yet the vague enormity of his situation furnished an apparently permanent excuse for inaction. He believed that he was waiting for an issue big enough to take a stand on, but now all issues seemed flimsy, incapable of supporting his increasing weight. In a curious way, his ego had become both shrunken and enlarged; his sense of inadequacy had made him self-important. He began to talk a good deal about “petty” squabbles, tempests in teapots, molehills and mountains. If he were to resign from the Liberal, he said to himself, he would have to do so in his own way, for his own reasons. To resign on behalf of some Eighth Street intellectual would be to accept that intellectual as his ally, to step off the high ground of the Liberal into the noisome marsh of sectarian politics. And, above all, Jim feared that terrible quicksand, which would surely, he thought, swallow him up alive, if he so much as set a foot over the edge. Here was the paradox: though his immunity from the Stalinist attacks was the immediate cause of his sense of shame (to be spared, ostentatiously, in a general massacre is a distinction reserved for spies, old men, children, and imbeciles), Jim nevertheless found it temperamentally impossible to venture directly into the melee. What he sought was some formula by which he could demonstrate his political seriousness without embroiling himself in any way—a formula which would, in fact, perpetuate his anomalous situation. It was an irony that Jim did not perceive. He only knew that he must postpone action (for the moment, at least), while he yearned at the same time to be acted upon.


  If the managing editor would only fire him, for example, he would be free, and nothing he did afterwards could be held against him. He might get a job in an advertising agency, or on one of the news magazines; he would be quit at last of leftist politics, and no one could blame him. “Jim Barnett lost his job over that Trotsky business,” they would say. “The poor guy is working for Newsreel now.” The picture of himself as a victim of circumstances, an object of public sympathy, did not displease him; in fact what his heart cried for was some such outcome for his dilemma, an outcome in which his own helplessness should be underlined.


  The managing editor, however, seemed not at all disposed to give him this friendly push, and his self-regard would not permit him simply to disengage himself from the struggle as he might have done from a street brawl. In some way, he felt, he was condemned to “stick it out,” perhaps indefinitely, and to pay for his non-intervention by sleeplessness, indigestion, and outbursts of irritability with Nancy.


  


  Nevertheless, when the moment came, Jim found it perfectly simple to quit. The managing editor came into his office one afternoon and told him that in accordance with the magazine’s new budget, Miss Sargent would have to go. It was purely a matter of seniority; she was the newest employee; it was only fair that she should be the first, et cetera.


  “I wish it hadn’t worked out that way,” she continued, biting her lips and speaking in a confidential tone. “You know how excitable she is, Jim. She’ll be sure to think that it has something to do with politics. That letter, you know . . .”


  Jim smiled grimly. The Liberal, after months of silence, had endorsed the Moscow trials, and “that letter” was a denunciation of the magazine. It had been signed by Miss Sargent, by a number of ex-contributors to the Liberal, and by Jim himself.


  “But, of course,” the managing editor went on, “I forgot! You signed it too. So that shows . . .” She spread out her hands, leaving the sentence unfinished. “You know I would never deny anybody the right of criticism. I’m glad you spoke out if you felt that way. And Miss Sargent, of course, too. And the fact that you’re continuing on the paper speaks for itself. Still . . .” She paused. “It’s the effect on her I’m worried about. She’s too bitter already. There’s too much bitterness in the radical movement. I think we agree about that.”


  She was silent for a moment. Jim waited.


  “Oh, Jim,” she burst out at length. “I wish you would break it to her. Explain it to her. She’d take it all right coming from you, since you agree with each other politically. You could make her understand . . .”


  “You go to hell, Helen,” Jim said. The words came as naturally as a reflex and even in his first joy, Jim found time to tell himself that it had been morbid to worry about the matter beforehand. You waited until the right time came and then you acted, without thought, without plan, and your character—your character that you had suspected so unjustly—did not betray you.


  The managing editor gasped. Jim took his brown coat and hat from the stand and walked deliberately out of the office. He went down the street to a bar he knew and ordered a Scotch and soda. When he was halfway through the drink, he stepped into the phone booth and called up Miss Sargent at the office.


  “Come on down here,” he said, “and help me write a letter of resignation.”


  He went back to wait for her at his table, and suddenly he found himself thinking of a book he would like to write. It would deal with the transportation industries and their relation to the Marxist idea of the class struggle. He thought of the filling stations strung out over America, like beads on the arterial highways, and of the station attendants he had seen in the Southwest, each man lonely as a lighthouse keeper in his Socony or his Shell castle: how were you going to organize them as you could organize workers in a factory? He thought also of the chain-store employees as the frontiersmen of a new kind of empire: The Great Atlantic and Pacific Tea Company—the name had the ring of the age of exploration; it brought to mind the Great South Sea Bubble. Monopoly capitalism was deploying its forces, or, rather, it was obliging its historic enemy, the workers, to deploy theirs. As financial and political power became more concentrated, industry was imperceptibly being decentralized. The CIO might find the answer; on the other hand, perhaps the principle of industrial unionism was already superannuated. There was a great book here somewhere, an important contribution, and now he would have the time to write it. It would have been out of the question of course, had he stayed on the Liberal. . . .


  “Oh boy!” he said to himself, revolving the book in his mind, marveling at it, accepting it as a sort of heavenly tip for services rendered. He clacked his tongue appreciatively against the roof of his mouth. The bartender looked over at him in surprise, and Jim chuckled to himself. He was tremendously elated. He could hardly wait to get home to tell Nancy, and at the same time, he felt a large tenderness toward the girl who was even now making her way toward him through the snowy streets. He owed it all to her, of course. Hadn’t she told him from the very beginning that the Liberal was a dead end, that if he wanted to make anything of himself, he would have to get off it? And it was on account of her, in the end, that he had been able to do it. If they had not decided to fire her, he might never have . . . He stopped short in his reverie, momentarily sobered. In his excitement he had almost forgotten that she had lost her job. Here he was, ready to begin his real work, but for her the prospect was not bright. No doubt she would be glad to hear that she had made such a nuisance of herself that the managing editor could brook it no longer; there would be the surge of leftist piety, the joy of self-immolation. But, practically speaking, it was going to be hard on her. He himself had money saved, and, with Nancy’s income, he could get along well enough. The girl was not so fortunately equipped: he could guess without asking that she had not saved a cent (she was probably in debt), and it would not be easy for her to find another job. She is going to have a tough time, he said to himself. And she was not going to like it. She would dramatize her position for a week or so, but when it came down to it, she was not going to enjoy being poor, for Trotsky or anybody else. The thought of the discomfort she would have to endure bit into his happiness; it annoyed him that she should behave with such irresponsibility. She had no right, he told himself, to play for high stakes when she could not afford to lose; it was not ethical; it made the other players at the table uncomfortable. Already, in absentia, she had robbed him of a little of his joy.


  With a slight effort he brought himself back to the projected book. The excitement revived as he imagined the gray winter afternoons in the public library, the notes on white cards in the varnished yellow box, the olive-green filing cabinet he would install in the spare room. “A second Das Kapital,” a voice within him murmured, but though he stilled it peremptorily, he could not help but grin in an awkward, lopsided way, as though someone had paid him an absurd, delicious compliment. The strange thing was, it was the girl’s voice that had spoken; perhaps, he thought, in years to come, she would read the book and would say that to him. By the time the door swung open and she stepped quickly into the bar, he felt very much pleased with her.


  He rose to meet her; she extended her hands. He seized them both; they were very cold.


  “I lost my gloves,” she said.


  How feminine of her, he thought, how ungrammatical, how charming! In the last few weeks he had been very unfair to her. This was no Zetkin, no Luxemburg. If the truth were known, she was probably as much out of her depth in sectarian politics as he was. He squeezed her hands.


  She sat down.


  “Well,” he said. “You’ve lost your job.”


  “Oh,” she murmured, looking grave for an instant. Then she shrugged her shoulders. “I suppose it was about time. But you—” He watched her get the idea. “Did you——?”


  “I walked out,” he said.


  He stared into his glass and hoped that she was not going to be effusive. When he finally looked up at her, however, he saw that she was blushing slightly.


  “Thank you very much,” she said. “I suppose I ought to tell you that you shouldn’t have done it.”


  “Never mind,” he said. “It was a good thing to do, anyway. I feel wonderful. I’m going to write a book. It all just came to me while I’ve been sitting here, though I guess the idea must have been in the back of my mind for quite a while.”


  He told her about the book.


  “It’s a very good idea,” she said at last.


  “You ought to write a book yourself.”


  She shook her head.


  “A fortune teller told me I was born to fritter away my talents. I wouldn’t want to go against my destiny.”


  He grinned at her. It was a silly remark, and characteristic, too, but it was no longer within her power to make him angry. He could barely recall a time when he had wrestled with her all night in a terrible ideological embrace, though it was not yet twenty-four hours since Nancy had spoken from the next bed and begged him to go into the living room if he could not stop tossing.


  She went on talking excitedly and he ordered two more drinks. He had forgotten about the letter of resignation, and he did not want her to go. He had gradually become aware that he would like to sleep with her, but he did not know how to broach the suggestion. The fact that it would not be the first time made it more difficult. All those months in which he had not wanted to sleep with her would have to be wiped out with some brief, tactful sentence, but no satisfactory one occurred to him, partly because he was puzzled as to why, on the one hand, he should want to sleep with her now, and why, on the other, he should not have been sleeping with her all along, since she was undoubtedly an attractive girl.


  “I was not free . . .” he muttered, experimentally, to himself. But it would not do. She might want to know in what sense he was free now, and had not been before. In relation to Nancy, he was still tied. Did he mean that his time was now his own, that an afternoon of love could—without too much difficulty—be occasionally slipped into his new schedule? No, he thought decidedly, he did not mean that. The idea of a systematic infidelity was offensive to him; the very notion of assignations, trysts, affected him in much the same way that the notion of crop rotation affects the American farmer. It would not be right, he told himself. You oughtn’t to plan a thing like that. Besides, he would be too busy. The new book would need all his energies. It was just this once that he wanted her. “I was not free,” he repeated, troubled by these words that had risen to his mind, feeling that they were true in some way that he had not put his finger on. It was as if he had paid off a nagging creditor, a creditor whom for months he had not dared to face, but to whom he could now open the door with the utmost geniality, knowing that there was nothing the man could do to him, knowing that his former fears had been groundless, that the creditor was just a human being like himself.


  “You really are a sweet girl,” he said, “even if you do act like a Trotskyite dragon.”


  After the third drink he took her home in a taxi. He decided not to say anything but merely followed her up the stairs and kissed her as she stood in the doorway. She put her hands on his shoulders and pushed him back with a look of astonishment; for a moment, he thought she was going to bar the way to him. She dropped her hands, however, and went on into the apartment. She sank into a chair. He shut the door behind him and waited.


  “I’m sorry, Jim,” she said. “I’d like to celebrate your resigning and the book and everything, but I just can’t.”


  “It’s not a question of a celebration,” he said stiffly.


  “Well . . .” she conceded, as if not disposed to argue. Her whole aspect was vague and weary. There was a look of strained kindness about her, as she sat in the chair, her coat falling loosely about her; she might have been a schoolteacher kept after hours.


  “Margaret,” he said, “I can’t explain, but the set-up wasn’t right before. Working in the same office . . .”


  “Yes,” she agreed. “It would have been a terrible mess.” She smiled.


  “It hasn’t been any picnic for me, Margaret,” he said in an aggrieved tone. “I still feel the same way about you.”


  “That’s wonderful,” she said with her first touch of sharpness. “I would like to feel the same way about you (I really would), but I can’t. I don’t seem to be able to bank my fires. That’s a man’s job, I suppose.”


  He frowned. There was some ugly implication in that metaphor of hers, something he did not want to examine at the moment.


  With a dim idea of being masterful, he strode across the room and half-lifted her to her feet. He attempted a long close kiss, pressing her body firmly against his. In a moment, however, he let her go, for, though she kissed him back, he could feel no response at all. It was not that she was deliberately stifling her feelings (if he could have believed that, he would have been encouraged to go on); rather, she seemed preoccupied, bored, polite. It was like kissing Nancy when she had toast in the toaster.


  She walked to the door with him.


  “Good-bye,” she said. “Good luck with your book. And don’t think I don’t appreciate . . .”


  “Forget it,” he said.


  He closed the door behind him, feeling slightly annoyed. In some way, he thought, he had been given the run-around. When you came right down to it, he had quit his job for her sake. What more did she want? “The hell with her,” he said, dismissing her from his mind. “After all, she knew I was married.” The thought of Nancy brought him up short. Under a street lamp he drew out his watch. If he took a taxi, he would still be in time for dinner. And after dinner, he promised himself, he would make love to Nancy. He would have her put on her blue transparent nightgown, the one he had given her for Christmas and she had only worn once. Making love to her would be more fun than usual because he was still steamed up about that girl. He sensed at once, as he raised his hand for a taxi, that this sexual project of his was distinctly off-color; yet his resolution hardly wavered. In the first place, Nancy would never know; in the second place, he was entitled to some recompense for the moral ordeal he had been through that day. Later on, in bed, his scruples served him well; where a thicker-skinned man would have known that he was simply sleeping with his wife, Jim’s active conscience permitted him to see the conjugal act as a perverse and glamorous adultery, an adultery which, moreover, would never land him in a divorce court or an abortionist’s waiting room.


  


  No one could ever understand, afterwards, what happened about that book. When his resignation from the Liberal was made public, all sorts of people congratulated Jim. Literary columns in the newspapers reported that he was at work on a study of the transportation industries which promised to revise some of the classical conceptions of Marxism. Several publishers wrote him letters, hoping that he would allow them to be the first to see . . . It was felt in general that he was coming into his manhood, that his undeniable talents were at last to be employed in a work of real scope. Jim himself began the task with enthusiasm. He did six months of research in the public library, and amassed a quantity of notes. Then he wrote two chapters. He worked over them diligently, but somehow from the very first sentence, everything was wrong. The stuff lacked punch. Jim saw it at once, and the publishers he sent the chapters to saw it also. It did not sound, they wrote him reluctantly, like the real Barnett. On the other hand, it did not sound (as he had hoped it would) like a major work. It was solemn enough but it was not momentous. What was missing was the thing Jim had found in Marx and Veblen and Adam Smith and Darwin, the dignified sound of a great calm bell tolling the morning of a new age. Jim reread these masters and tried to reproduce the tone by ear, but he could not do it. He became frightened and went back to the public library; perhaps, as someone had suggested, the material was under-researched. He could not bring himself to go on with the writing, for that would be sending good money after bad. When he got an offer from the illustrated magazine Destiny, the businessman’s Vogue, as someone called it, to do an article on rural electrification, he accepted at once. Traveling with a photographer all over America, he would have the chance, he thought, to see his own subject at first hand. He could do the piece for Destiny, and then return to his own work, refreshed from his contact with living reality. However, when the article was done he took a job with Destiny, promising himself that he would work on his book over the week ends. He started at ten thousand a year.


  The job took more of his time than he had expected, and his friends eventually stopped asking him about his book. Once in a while someone would question Nancy, and she would contract her brows in a little worried frown. He was working much too hard, she would say. He had counted on a vacation to get back to the book, but when the time came, he was on the verge of nervous exhaustion and she had had to take him to Havana for a rest. “You have no idea,” she was fond of exclaiming, “what a terrific toll Destiny takes of its writers. It burns them right out. If Jim didn’t keep up his tennis, and get away to the country every possible week end, he’d be in the hospital right now.”


  Everyone sympathized with Nancy on this point. The research girls in the Destiny office worried a good deal about Jim, and they, too, thought it was a great pity that he did not have time to do his own writing. Jim himself took a certain pride in being overworked, especially since he was not underpaid—the original ten thousand had been raised several times and he got a handsome bonus at Christmas every year. The truth was that he enjoyed working on Destiny. Outsiders imagined that his radicalism kept him in hot water there, but this was not true. He wrote about American youth, farm security, South America, musical comedy, and nylon. He said what he pleased, and if the article seemed too “strong,” it was given to someone else to modify. He was not obliged to eat his own words. Now he was not so much a writer as a worker on an assembly line. He did his own task conscientiously, and since the finished product was always several removes away from him, it was, in a certain sense, not his concern. He would send an article down from his desk with a droll, schizophrenic, pessimistic air, as if to say, “You’re on your own now, God help you.” And as his own productions passed more and more beyond his control, he relished more and more the control of data, which was the singular achievement of the Destiny machine. Jim liked the facts that were served up to him daily by the girl research workers, liked the feeling that there was nothing, absolutely nothing in the world, that he could not find out by pressing a bell, sending a telegram, or taking a plane. He liked the fact-finding trips that he took with a photographer; he had only to mention the name of the magazine and he would be whisked into a farmer’s homestead, an actress’ dressing room, a Fifth Avenue mansion, a coldwater flat in an old-law tenement, a girls’ college, an army camp, a club, a great hotel. And he saw everything from the inside; he was free to examine the laundry lists, the budgets, the toilet facilities, the sleeping arrangements, of any American family he chose to visit; he could ransack a desk or peer into an icebox; nobody but a tax assessor had ever had such freedom, and where the tax assessor was detested, Jim’s subjects welcomed him into their homes, their hobbies, their businesses. It pleased them that someone should know all about them and write it down and publish it with pictures. It pleased Jim too; it gave him a great feeling of responsibility, as if he were a priest or God.


  He believed—most of the time—that he was doing an important work. He still considered himself a Marxist, but he saw that the Marxists were never going to get anywhere until they took a real look at the American scene and stopped deluding themselves with theory. Occasionally, after an argument at some literary cocktail party, he felt that he would like to pick up the whole radical movement by the scruff of its neck and rub its nose hard into the good American dirt. He himself, whatever his failings, was at least setting the facts on record; in a time of confusion like the present this was a valuable thing to do. Moreover, he was playing a part, a rather significant one, in the molding of public opinion. It was true that the publisher of Destiny was a reactionary in many ways—potentially, he might even be a fascist—but on certain points he was progressive. He believed that the old-style capitalism would have to go, and now and then he would allow Jim to say so in a signed editorial that was termed by everyone in the office “astonishingly outspoken.” Jim had come, he told himself frequently, a long way from the Liberal, and he was proud of the fact. He looked back on the years he had spent there with a kind of amazed disgust. How could he have wasted his time so? The Liberal was no more revolutionary than Destiny; it published nothing but muddle-headed opinion; it paid poorly, and it had no influence. No matter what his mood, Jim never doubted for a moment that his resignation had been the most sensible act of his life.


  It was not the memory of the Liberal that caused Jim, whenever he got drunk, to abuse the publisher of Destiny, to contrast his lot unfavorably with that of his radical friends, to protest with tears in his eyes that he was doing it for the wife and kiddies. This lachrymose, self-accusatory stage was usually followed by an aggressive stage in which he told anyone who was still a socialist how he had waked up to himself back in 1937 and what a fine thing it had been for him. These contradictory demonstrations puzzled his interlocutors, who did not see that in the first stage he was comparing his actual work to some imaginary lost vocation, a life of dedication and scholarship which he had in reality never been attracted to, and in the second stage he was comparing his present career on Destiny to his former job on the Liberal. The majority of Jim’s friends paid no attention to the second stage of his drunkenness, ascribing anything he might say to the effects of alcohol (“liquor hits some people that way”); it was the first stage that impressed them. Here, they thought, he spoke from the heart; here the honest, decent man revealed himself to be incorruptible; though obliged to make his living by working on Destiny, he did not deceive himself as to its true character; he rebelled, if only on Saturday nights. Actually, however, the utterances of the second stage were “real,” and the lamentations were largely histrionic.


  The truth was that Jim had changed, though the outward signs of it were still so faint as to pass undetected by his intimates. He got drunk oftener, there was no denying it, but, as Nancy said, the strain of being a writer for Destiny had made alcohol “an absolute necessity” for him. His boyish features were now slightly blurred; his awkward, loose-jointed figure was fatter than it had been, and his habitual sprawl was not so becoming to it. Imperceptibly, he had passed from looking pleasantly unkempt to looking seedy. The puzzled frown had become chronic with him; he was, in fact, professionally bewildered. And yet there was something dimly spurious about all this: his gait, his posture, his easy way of talking, half-belied the wrinkles on his forehead. In his young days he had been as lively and nervous as a squirrel; women had been fond of comparing him to some woodland creature. Today that alertness, that wariness, was gone. The sentry slept, relaxed, at his post, knowing that an armistice had been arranged with the enemy. In some subtle way, Jim had turned into a comfortable man, a man incapable of surprising or being surprised. The hairshirt he wore fitted him snugly now; old and well used, it no longer prickled him; it was only from the outside that it appeared to be formidable.


  Jim knew that in middle-class intellectual circles his career was regarded as a tragedy of waste. Half-unconsciously, he fostered this illusion, for it permitted him to enjoy what was really a success story, secure from the envy of the less privileged. It was commonly believed that Nancy was the villain, Nancy who had gone and had two more children, Nancy who needed a house in the country, Nancy who kept his nose to Destiny’s grindstone. And whenever they had friends in, Jim would grumble good-naturedly about expenses, the children’s new shoes, the tricycles, the nursery school. Occasionally, during one of these mock tirades someone would look over at Nancy with a touch of concern or curiosity—perhaps these complaints were a little hard on her? But Nancy would always be smiling with genuine sweetness, for Nancy knew the duties of a wife, and knew too that Jim loved the children, the garden, the new radio, just as much as if not more than she did.


  Undoubtedly, Jim was still a good guy. On the magazine, he was always on the side of the underdog. He treated his subordinates with consideration, and he helped organize the Newspaper Guild chapter. He voted for Roosevelt, though Destiny was pro-Willkie, and when the Trotskyites were indicted for sedition in Minneapolis he sent them a check through the Civil Liberties Union. If he showed a certain ruthlessness—socially—to people who did not count, he had the excuse of being extremely busy, preoccupied with the great issues of the day. And he was always interested in the common man. He could spend hours talking to taxi drivers, grocers, swing musicians, real-estate agents, small lawyers or doctors who had married old school friends of Nancy’s. These people and their opinions “counted” for Jim; it was only the intellectuals, the unsuccessful, opinionated, unknown intellectuals, who had nothing, so far as he could see, to say to him.


  Margaret Sargent belonged to this tiresome class. In memory of old times, he always talked to her a few minutes when he met her at parties, but her sarcasms bored him, and, unless he were tight, he would contrive to break away from her as quickly as possible. It irritated him to hear one day that she had applied for a job on Destiny; he was perfectly justified, he said to himself, in telling the publisher that she would not fit in. It would be intolerable to have her in the office. He owed her no debt; all that had been canceled long ago. And yet . . . He sat musing at his desk. Why was it that she, only she, had the power to make him feel, feel honestly, unsentimentally, that his life was a failure, not a tragedy exactly, but a comedy with pathos? That single night and day when he had been almost in love with her had taught him everything. He had learned that he must keep down his spiritual expenses—or else go under. There was no doubt at all of the wisdom of his choice. He did not envy her; her hands were empty: she was unhappy, she was poor, she had achieved nothing, even by her own standards. Yet she exasperated him, as the spendthrift will always exasperate the miser who feels obliged to live like a pauper, lest his wealth be suspected and a robber plunder him. But there was more than that. What did he regret, he asked himself. If he had it to do over again, he would make the same decision. What he yearned for perhaps was the possibility of decision, the instant of choice, when a man stands at a crossroads and knows he is free. Still, even that had been illusory. He had never been free, but until he had tried to love the girl, he had not known he was bound. It was self-knowledge she had taught him; she had showed him the cage of his own nature. He had accommodated himself to it, but he could never forgive her. Through her he had lost his primeval innocence, and he would hate her forever as Adam hates Eve.


  SIX


  Ghostly Father, I Confess


  


  My gostly fader, I me confess,


  First to God and then to you,


  That at a window—wot ye how?—


  I stale a kiss of grete sweteness,


  Which don was out of aviseness;


  But it is doon not undoon now.


  My gostly fader, I me confess,


  First to God and then to you.


  But I restore it shall doutless


  Again, if so be that I mow;


  And that to God I make a vow


  And ells I axe foryefness.


  Gostly fader, I me confess,


  First to God and then to you.


  THE eyes gleamed benevolently behind the glasses. If she turned her head on the cushion, she could see them, and she kept doing this from time to time, hoping to surprise them in an expression of disapproval, of astonishment or regret—anything but that kindly neutrality. But they did not change, and finally she gave it up, dropped her head back on the cushion, and tried to relax. It was really against the rules (she supposed) to be flopping around there like a fish. He had never scolded her for it; now and then he would say gently, “Don’t worry about what I think. Just let your own thoughts come.”


  “I dreamed I was seventeen,” she said, “and I was matriculating at a place called Eggshell College.” She could not resist a teasing smile and another glance up at him. “I must have dreamed that just to please you. It’s custom-made. The womb fantasy.”


  “Go on with the dream,” he said.


  “Well,” she continued, “there was a sort of an outing cabin. We had one at college. It was supposed to be great fun to spend the week end in it. I never did. I thought it was silly—you know, a vestigial trace of the goofy old days when they had chafing dishes and spreads and college sings and went to the Cider Mill for a binge. My aunt had the idea that college was still like that,” she went on. “She tried to give me an electric doughnut-maker to take away with me when I was a freshman. It was the only present she ever offered me.”


  She knew without looking that she had coaxed a smile out of him. It was all right, then; she could go on. He understood her attitude toward the outing cabin. Often it was not so easy. She would spend half a session trying to show him, say, that a man they both knew was a ridiculous character, that a movie they had both seen was cheap. And it would be hopeless, absolutely hopeless, for he was that man, he was that movie; he was the outing cabin, the Popular Front, the League of American Writers, the Nation, the Liberal, the New Republic, George S. Kaufman, Helen Hayes, Colonial wallpaper, money in the bank, and two cocktails (or was it one?) before dinner. When she had worn herself out, he would remind her patiently, “It doesn’t matter what I think, you know.” But it did matter, of course. Sometimes it seemed to her that her analysis could never be finished until he could purge himself of the maple furniture in his waiting room, the etching of the cathedral at Chartres that hung above his desk, the subscription to Newsweek that never ran out. Someone had once suggested to her that all this was a matter of policy, that a psychoanalyst in the decoration of his professional quarters aimed deliberately at that colorless objectivity, that rigorous job-lot asceticism that can be seen in its purest form in the residential hotel room. The notion was pleasant but not really plausible. It was impossible to think of Dr. James as a male Cinderella who lived dangerously every night after office hours, and all day Sundays.


  “What are you smiling about?” he asked.


  “I’m thinking rude thoughts about you.”


  Damn my stream of consciousness, her mind said. Why must it keep harping on this embarrassing topic?


  “Let’s have them,” he exclaimed, with that ghastly, hand-regulated cheerfulness that seemed to spurt out of him the more eagerly, the more unpleasant were the facts to be faced. To listen to him, you might think that someone had just set a wonderful dinner before him.


  “Oh, Dr. James,” she sighed. “Let’s skip it this time. You know what I think about you. It doesn’t give me any pleasure to say it to your face.”


  “But your picture of me is very important,” he said, in his pedagogical manner. “Not for what it says about me, but for what it says about you.”


  This angered her slightly. So he took no stock in her opinion, labeled it “aggression against the analyst,” and dismissed it from his mind. Very well, then. . . .


  “I was thinking,” she said, “how utterly fantastic it is to imagine you on a tear.”


  “Don’t you suppose I have any fun?” There was a certain wistfulness in the question that must have got in by mistake.


  “No doubt you do,” she said, “but I think you must have to work awfully hard at it.”


  “What do you suppose I do for relaxation?”


  Relaxation, she thought; there is the key word. There the poor pedant betrays himself.


  “Well,” she said, “you see about six plays a year. Your wife makes a list of the things that are really worth while, and you check them off one by one. You get the tickets well in advance, and you generally take another couple with you. You never go on the spur of the moment; you never take standing room. Sometimes somebody in your party knows the girl who is playing the ingenue, and then you go backstage afterwards. You meet some of the actors and think it’s a lot of fun. Once in a while, you go to a benefit concert with your mother or your wife’s mother. Myra Hess for the British Relief. You like the movies, and you never miss one that the New Yorker recommends. Now and then, if your party is feeling particularly reckless, you go to a swing-music joint. You’re not much of a dancer, but you ask the other guy’s wife to dance once; after that you sit out because the floor is too crowded. In the summer you commute to your mother-in-law’s place at Larchmont or Riverside. There is a nice crowd of young doctors there, and you kid each other about who is going to go into the water first. Probably there is a certain amount of splashing, but nobody loses his temper, and afterwards you play medicine ball on the beach. Your wife likes tennis, but you don’t go in for it, on account of your eyes. Your wife has a three-quarter-length silver-fox coat and several very dear girl friends. You take excellent care of your health. You have small feet and are proud of it, and this is your only foible.”


  “What makes you so sure of all this?”


  “Oh, I don’t know, I’ve got a good eye for social types, and I’ve had a lot of practice. When I was in college, I was a perennial house guest. I never went home for vacations, you know.”


  She was anxious, now, to change the subject. She had enjoyed doing that malicious portrait, but suddenly toward the end her self-confidence had wavered. Supposing she were wrong? He would not tell her. She would never know. It was like doing an algebra problem and finding that the answers were missing from the back of the book. She felt the ground give way beneath her.


  “Nothing I could do would surprise you?” he said.


  She began to cry.


  “Oh!” she exclaimed. “Why do you lead me on so? It’s not fair! You make me say all these awful things to you, and then you won’t even tell me whether I’m right or not.”


  The tears streamed from her eyes. She opened her pocketbook and found, as usual, no handkerchief. He took a box of Kleenex from a drawer and handed it to her silently.


  “Thank you,” she said, still sobbing. “Do you keep that specially for me or do all your patients weep?”


  He did not answer. He never answered questions of this sort.


  “What made you cry?” he said at length, in that falsely casual tone he used whenever he asked her an important question.


  “You made me feel like a fool,” she said. “I extended myself and you sat and watched. It was like one of those exposure dreams. You go into a restaurant and you think how beautiful and chic you are. You even pose a little, toss your head, draw off your gloves very, very slowly, like an actress. And then all of a sudden you look down and you see that you have nothing on but a pair of pink pants. And the worst of it is that nobody shows the slightest surprise; there is no commotion; the headwaiter doesn’t come and ask you to leave. Everyone goes on eating and talking, so that you think that maybe your eyes have deceived you, and you look stealthily down again, hoping to find your clothes back on. But no; you are still in the same condition. Then you try to tell yourself that perhaps nobody has noticed anything, that if you behave very, very quietly and do not call attention to yourself, your lapse will pass unobserved. But all the time you know that this is not true. They are all watching you, but out of cruelty they will give no sign. If one of your companions were to say, ‘Why, Meg, you’re undressed,’ the situation would be saved. You could exclaim, ‘Why, gee, I am,’ and people would lend you things and laugh and fuss over you, and the whole thing would turn into one of those jolly Embarrassing Moments that readers send in to the Daily Mirror. ‘Imagine my mortification, but there I was without a stitch of clothes!’ ”


  Dr. James laughed.


  “Yes,” he said. “But what is there about you that you don’t want me to see?” He spoke softly now, in the tone of a conspirator in a Grade B movie. “What is it, Meg, that you are so ashamed of?”


  She pressed her hands wearily to her forehead. If he would give up this whispering, she could forgive everything. It made them both ridiculous. She longed to reply in a sepulchral voice, “Dr. James, when I was a little girl, I buried my four-year-old cousin alive.” (Sensation in the courtroom!) “But don’t tell anybody.” However, these miserable jokes of hers wasted a great deal of time. She knew exactly what would follow. He would scribble furiously in his notebook for a few seconds, and then the questions would come. Did you ever play with a four-year-old cousin? Did you ever want to bury anybody alive? Where did you get this idea of interment? And so on, through The Last Days of Pompeii, A Cask of Amontillado, and the giant, whatever his name was, who slept restlessly under Aetna. Matthew Arnold, Empedocles. And Karl Marx: “weighs like an Alp” on the something-or-other.


  “Nothing, Dr. James, nothing. There’s nothing I ever did that I haven’t told you.” (But what about the time she had stolen the ring from the five-and-ten and her aunt had made her take it back and confess to the manager? Could it be that? Oh, surely not, her common sense replied. All children steal, and she had already told him of a half a dozen other childish thefts: the cookies from the pantry, the small change from her aunt’s bureau, the dime for the collection plate she had spent on candy. Oh, surely not! And yet . . . What if it were important and she failed to tell him? What if her reluctance to delay over a trifle really masked an unconscious fear? In this room, you never knew whether you were putting obstacles in the way or clearing the path. It was a question of relevance, but how could you determine what was relevant to the Unknown?)


  Fortunately, he was speaking and she did not have to decide.


  “Understand me,” he said. “I don’t think it’s anything you did. It’s a feeling that you have about yourself, a feeling that there is something about you that you have to conceal.”


  He means sex, she thought with relief. It was not the ring, after all. She could feel her mind wrinkle into a smile. We are heading for the castration complex, she told herself, the horror of the little girl when she discovers that an important part of her is missing.


  “I don’t believe in it,” she said aloud.


  “Don’t believe in what?”


  “All this castration nonsense.”


  “How do you know I was going to mention that?”


  “Weren’t you?”


  “Well, as a matter of fact, I was.” (Ah, she thought, without pleasure, I can read him like a book.) “But,” he continued, “I am not trying to foist this idea on you. It was you who brought it up.”


  “Oh, Dr. James,” she murmured reproachfully. “You turn everything to your own advantage. If I can read your mind, you say that I put the idea there.”


  “No,” he said. “Think! What are the pink pants in your dream there for? What are they hiding?”


  She looked quickly up at him, struck by his question, proud of him for having asked it. Perhaps he was not so stupid as she feared.


  “It’s true,” she admitted, “when men have exposure dreams, they’re always completely naked. Most women, too. The pink pants are a little idiosyncrasy of my own. Maybe you’ve got it, Dr. James.” She felt suddenly excited and gay. Everything was going to be all right. They were on the scent. The fugitive, criminal self lay hiding in a thicket, but the hounds of the intellect were hot in pursuit. Ah, she thought, thank God for the mind, the chart, the compass. Of course, the universe had to be meaningful. There can be no question without an answer; if you throw a ball up, it must come down. Her life was not mere gibberish; rather, it was like one of those sealed mystery stories where the reader is on his honor not to go beyond a certain page until he has guessed the identity of the murderer. She had come to that imperative blank page again and again and stopped and retraversed her ground, looking for the obvious, unobtrusive clue, the thing that everyone overlooked and that was nevertheless as plain as the nose on your face. “The Clue of the Pink Pants,” she said to herself. “The publishers take pride in announcing a new kind of detective story by a young author.” But, seriously, if that were really it . . .


  Then she could go on. She paused to examine this phrase, the vague, dramatic resonance of it, the hollowness of the two o’s echoing in a triumph of onomatopoeia the emptiness of the mind that framed it. It was a phrase that came to her lips a dozen times a day. Bumping along on a Madison Avenue bus, she would find herself hammering her fist on her knees and crying out to herself in a sort of whispered shriek, “I can’t go on, I CANNOT GO ON.” And at home, in the apartment on Sutton Place (“not one of the really smart ones, my dear, just one of Vincent Astor’s remodeled tenements”), she would suddenly set her fork down on her plate and say to her husband, “I can’t go on. Listen to me, Frederick, I can’t go on.” She would watch the surprise invade his anxious face, the pain, the irritation, the Do-we-have-to-go-through-all-this-again, the doubt (tact or brutality, which was the better method?), the desire to get through the meal in peace, the final decision to humor her until the maid brought the coffee in. “Finish your supper, my dear,” he would say, calmly, easily, so as not to put pressure on her. In the end, she would pick up her fork again and, with an exaggerated listlessness, begin to eat. This was what she could not forgive herself: the capitulation. If she had any strength of character, she would commit suicide. But they would never find her body in the river. Ah, no, not she! She knew which side her bread was buttered on. Better a live coward than a dead hero, as her colored maid always said. “Cemetery’s full of heroes,” she could hear the soft, wicked Negro voice. Lacedaemonians, shed a tear . . . Maestius lacrimis Simonideis. The distich of grief was not for her. She remembered how in boarding school, bemused by sad poetry out of an anthology, she had sat half one night with her feet hanging out her window, knowing that she would never have the heart to jump, yet telling herself from moment to moment that of course in five minutes, ten minutes, fifteen, she would. When, at last, she had crept back into her bed, cold and dispirited, the romantic melancholy had blown away, leaving her with a mild depression, for she had in truth seen her own grave, the narrow, schoolgirl’s bed with its regulation blanket which she would always, however late, return to. It was characteristic, she thought now, that she had not even caught a cold.


  “But why should you have committed suicide?” Dr. James had said. “You reproach yourself unnecessarily.” “You have got everything upside down,” her husband told her. And from their point of view, they were quite right. Why shouldn’t she finish her dinner, love her husband, have a baby, stay alive? Where was the crime? There was the class crime, to be sure, yet it was not for having money that she hated herself, but (be honest, she murmured) for having some but not enough. If she could have been very rich . . . It was the ugly cartoon of middle-class life that she detested, Mr. and Mrs., Jiggs and Maggie, the Norths in the New Yorker. And the more stylish you tried to make it, smearing it over with culture and good taste, Swedish modern and Paul Klee, the more repellent it became: the cuspidors and the silk lampshades in the funny papers did not stab the heart half so cruelly as her own glass shelves with the white pots of ivy, her Venetian blinds, her open copy of a novel by Kafka, all the objects that were waiting for her at home, each in its own patina of social anxiety. Ah God, it was too sad and awful, the endless hide-and-go-seek game one played with the middle class. If one could only be sure that one did not belong to it, that one was finer, nobler, more aristocratic. The truth was she hated it shakily from above, not solidly from below, and her proletarian sympathies constituted a sort of snub that she administered to the middle class, just as a really smart woman will outdress her friends by relentlessly underdressing them. Scratch a socialist and you find a snob. The semantic test confirmed this. In the Marxist language, your opponent was always a parvenu, an upstart, an adventurer, a politician was always cheap, and an opportunist vulgar. But the proletariat did not talk in such terms; this was the tone of the F.F.V. What the socialist movement did for a man was to allow him to give himself the airs of a marquis without having either his title or his sanity questioned.


  No, it was not really the humanitarian side of socialism that touched her; though she was moved by human misery when it was brought to her attention, if she went to buy a suit at Bonwit Teller, she was never troubled by irrelevant memories of the slums she had passed through on her way. Her aunt had been one of those pious women who could not look at a garbage pail without being reminded of the fact that there were people in the world who had nothing to eat. “It’s a sin to throw that away,” she was always saying, and her hyperestheticism on this point allowed her to practice an extreme parsimony with a good conscience. But she herself, thank God, was not like that. In this respect, she took after her father, who in his rather uninspired way had been fond of good cigars, good Bourbon, eau lilas végétale, crabmeat, alligator pears, and hotel suites. It was curious, she thought, that all the Puritan penny-pinching should have been on the Catholic side of her family, while her father, that stern Yankee, with his thin skin, his methodical habits, his civic-mindedness, his devout sense of what was proper, should have spent his life buying encyclopedia sets, worthless real estate, patents on fantastic inventions, and have died, to everyone’s astonishment, overdrawn at the bank. What a strange childhood she had had! (“No wonder,” Dr. James sometimes murmured, in a slightly awestruck voice, “no wonder,” meaning no wonder she had turned out so badly. And it was true, she supposed, Freud would have labored in vain if she had not ended up, sobbing, on a psychoanalyst’s blue couch. She was a real Freudian classic, and as such faintly monstrous, improbable, like one of those French plays that demonstrate as if on a blackboard the axioms of the Romantic movement. It was not merely a distaste for the obvious that had led both her and the doctor to avoid, insofar as it was possible, lengthy discussions of her childhood. The subject frightened them both, for it suggested to them that the universe is mechanical, utterly predictable, frozen, and this in its own way is quite as terrible as the notion that the universe is chaotic. It is essential for our happiness, she thought, to have both the pattern and the loose ends, to roughen the glassy hexameter with the counter-rhythm of speech.)


  Up to the time her mother had died, she had been such an elegant little girl. She remembered her ermine neckpiece and the ermine muff that went with it, her two baby rings with the diamonds in them, the necklace of seed pearls. All a little on the ostentatious side, she admitted, but it had been an era of bad taste. Then, after the flu was over, and mamma did not come home from the hospital, Aunt Clara had moved in, the rings were put in the vault (to keep for you until you’re older), the ermine set wore out, the velocipede broke, the white sand darkened in the sandpile, there were prunes and rice pudding on the table, and the pretty little girl who looked (everybody said) so much like her mother was changed into a stringy, bow-legged child with glasses and braces on her teeth, long underwear, high shoes, blue serge jumpers that smelled, and a brown beaver hat two sizes too big for her.


  Ah, she said to herself now, I reject this middle-class tragedy, this degenerated Victorian novel where I am Jane Eyre or somebody in Dickens or Kipling or brave little Elsie Dinsmore fainting over the piano. I reject the whole pathos of the changeling, the orphan, the stepchild. I reject this trip down the tunnel of memory which resembles nothing so much as a trip down the Red Mill at Coney Island, with my aunt and her attributive razor strop substituting for Lizzie Borden and her ax. I reject all those tableaux of estrangement: my father in his smoking jacket at the card table with his nightly game of solitaire forever laid out before him, my aunt with her novel by Cardinal Wiseman that she is reading for the fifteenth time, and myself with the cotton handkerchief that I must hem and re-hem because the stitches are never small enough; I deny the afternoon I deliver my prize-winning essay at the Town Auditorium and there is no family there to applaud me because my father is away on a hunting trip, and my aunt, having just beaten me for my error in winning the prize (“You are too stuck-up already”), is at home in her bedroom having hysterics; and also the scene at the summer resort where the lady looks up from the bridge table and utters her immortal tag line, “Surely, Mr. Sargent, this isn’t your daughter!” It is all too apropos for acceptance.


  Yet what were you going to do? You could not treat your life-history as though it were an inferior novel and dismiss it with a snubbing phrase. It had after all been like that. Her peculiar tragedy (if she had one) was that her temperament was unable to assimilate her experience; the raw melodrama of those early years was a kind of daily affront to her skeptical, prosaic intelligence. She remembered the White Russian gentleman she had met once at a party. They were asking him about his escape from the Soviets, and he had reached the point in his story where he saw his brother shot by the Bolsheviks. Here, at the most harrowing moment of his narrative, he faltered, broke off, and finally smiled, an apologetic, self-depreciatory smile which declared, “I know that this is one of the clichés of the Russians in exile. They have all seen their brothers or sisters shot before their eyes. Excuse me, please, for having had such a commonplace and at the same time such an unlikely experience.” That terrible smile had filled her with love and pity; she had “recognized” him at once, and afterwards on the street she had kissed him, because she too knew what it was to have a sense of artistic decorum that like a hoity-toity wife was continually showing one’s poor biography the door.


  If only she could have been disinherited in some subtle, psychological way. . . . If her alienation from her father could have been expressed in any terms but those crude, shameful ones of food, money, clothes. If that tactless lady’s question had not been written quite so large in all the faces she remembered. She had seen it a thousand times, wherever she went with her father, in the eyes of the Pullman porter, the traveling salesman, the waiter in the ladies’ annex at the Athletic Club downtown. How she had looked forward to those excursions with him, and how disastrously they had always ended! It was impossible for her to be a credit to him, to be anything but an anomaly, the Catholic child of a Protestant father, the shabby daughter of a prosperous lawyer, the underbred Irish offspring of a genteel New England parent. Her appearance, her conversation, her appetite—everything was wrong. The sight of a menu would be like a poem to her (buckwheat cakes and country sausage with Real Vermont Maple Syrup); inevitably, she would order too much to eat. But when the food came, her shrunken stomach could not accommodate it: a few bites would instantly bring on that stuffed feeling, and she would set down her fork in despair, seeing the feast on her plate as an image of the Unattainable. Her father never reproved her for this, but each time it happened, his lean face with its prominent lantern jaw would set in sharper lines, and she would know that he was grieved, both on her account and his own. He would have liked to “make it up to her” for the loneliness, the harsh, antiquated discipline that his sister-in-law had brought into the house, but it was impossible. Aunt Clara could be bodily left at home but her spirit presided over her niece like a grim familiar demon.


  In a way, it had been better at home, for there the social and religious differences had been given a kind of spatial definition and it was easier to move about. Upstairs there were red votive lamps, altars, and holy pictures (the Sacred Heart, Veronica’s veil with the eyes that followed you about the room, Saint Cecilia in sepia striking a heavenly chord on an anachronistic piano), a rich, emotional décor that made the downstairs with its China shepherdesses, Tiffany glass, bronze smoking sets, and family photographs look matter-of-fact and faded, just as the stories in the Century in the magazine rack in the living room seemed unendurably tame after the religious fiction she found in her aunt’s favorite periodicals, where people were always being bitten by tarantulas or cobras, struck by lightning, plagued with leprosy or cholera, cursed in the most ingenious and striking ways by an implacable and resourceful God. It was as if the Catholic Church began on the landing, where her father’s suite branched off from the stairway that continued on up to her own room, her aunt’s room, her mother’s empty room with the French perfume slowly evaporating in the silver atomizers on the dressing-table. Her father never entered her bedroom (except once, with the doctor, when she was sick), yet she knew that he was fond of her, thought her clever because she got high marks and talked back to the sisters. It was some peculiar delicacy that kept him from intruding, the same delicacy that made him say, “Aunt Clara knows what’s good for you,” “You must do what the Mother Superior says.”


  If he had been truly indifferent to her, she thought, her position would have been more tolerable. She could have set herself to win his love, or fought him as she did her aunt. But she could not win what she had already, and she could not fight him either. For a long time, she believed that perhaps he did not notice, and she began to behave badly in order to attract his attention. She ran away from home and spent the night in a museum, behind a cast of the Laocoön, where an attendant found her the next day and immediately called a policeman. The idea on the surface of her mind was that she wanted to be put in an orphan asylum, but in the end she confessed her name and allowed herself to be led home, because the thing she really desired was to hear her father say, “Why are you suffering so? Is it so terrible for you here that you honestly cannot stand it?” When the policeman brought her in, her father’s face flushed, and she knew that she had disgraced him. He did not scold her, but neither did he ask any questions. “Get her something to eat,” he said to the maid, while the young policeman shuffled his feet, glancing from father to daughter with that expression she was so familiar with, not knowing whether to leave, because the case seemed somehow unsolved. She watched his eyes take in the living room. She knew precisely what he was saying to himself. “Good home, nice kid, prominent family, what the hell is the matter here? Maybe I was wrong about the kid. Maybe she’s the nigger in the woodpile.”


  And she did not blame the policeman for thinking this. In fact, she expected him to think it. All the way home on the streetcar, seeing him begin to like her, seeing the sympathy spring up (her old man probably beats her), she had known that it was merely a question of time, that as soon as he met her father, a stupid, suspicious look would come over his cop’s face, and he would feel a little angry and ridiculous, hurt in his professional pride, as if somebody had picked his pocket. Nevertheless, when he had offered to buy her an ice-cream cone at the drugstore at the end of the car line, she had accepted and gobbled it up quickly, just as later on, she would gobble up friendship, love, compliments, with the full prescience of what would come afterwards, the reproachful look, the averted head, the “You are not what you seemed.”


  Yet what was she to have done? How explain to the policeman a thing she hardly understood herself, that her father’s being a good man was precisely what was the matter, that she was the victim of his conscience, as Isaac nearly was of Abraham’s? But here there was no God to step in and say, “That’s enough, Mr. Sargent. You have convinced me that you are a man of honor, that you practice religious tolerance and pay your debt to the dead. You may now give in to your natural feelings and get that woman out of your house.” Her father had never liked Aunt Clara. “Your mother,” he said once, succinctly, “was cut from a different bolt of cloth.” This, she recognized, was for him the sustaining myth, the classic delusion of the frontier, where a pretty woman is a pretty woman, poverty is no crime, and all the nonsense of family and religion and connections has been left behind in the East, and you do not look down on anybody for his race, except of course a Chinaman or a Jap. You do not permit yourself to remember New England and the Irish workers thronging off the boats, the anti-Catholic riots in Boston; you forget your mother, who would draw aside her skirts when a nun passed, and your father with his stack of Know-Nothing pamphlets. If you are to cut down the forests, lay the trolley tracks, send up the skyscrapers, you need partners in business and domesticity, and there is no time to be choosy. You cannot pause to consider that your wife’s grandfather is the historical enemy, the jostling, elbowing immigrant whose cheap labor power pushed your own father out into Illinois and sent you as a young man hurrying farther West, where there was still a little space left.


  Her mother’s youth and beauty had tempered the amalgam. Nobody could have foreseen that she would die and bequeath her husband Aunt Clara, whose complaints, whose tears, whose blue-white mottled complexion, whose medals and dirty scapulars would put his egalitarian principles to the severest kind of test. Aunt Clara was, in truth, more than he had bargained for, and a more realistic man would have felt himself perfectly justified in calling the deal off, repossessing his daughter, bringing her up according to his own ideas, and letting the Pope go hang. Yet the very injustice of the legacy, its unwarranted, unforeseeable character, had moved her father to accept it. The fact that Aunt Clara was personally distasteful to him put her beyond the pale of his criticism, rendered her untouchable, sacred, just as the very real aversion he felt toward Catholic doctrine drove him to punish his daughter if her mark in Catechism was low. She understood this now very well, for she had inherited from him the twisted sense of honor that was always overpaying its debts, extorting from herself and from others the coin of unnecessary suffering to buy indulgence for a secret guilt, an unacknowledged shame.


  Not until she was fifteen, however, did she guess the real nature of her father’s sin, and the bitterness of his protracted penance. She saw then that to have been locked in closets, beaten, forbidden to read, have a doll, go to the movies or the pantomime was as nothing compared to the agony of permitting these things to happen to your child in the interests of a religious tolerance that you did not really feel.


  He had taken her to a dance at the house of one of her Catholic cousins. It was her first evening party. She wore a pink moiré dress with a big, dark-red velvet bow. She was new to the crowd of Irish boys home for Thanksgiving from a Catholic prep school and they kept cutting in and cutting in and bringing her glasses of weak punch from the buffet. Suddenly, her father had shoved his way past her admirers and snatched the glass from her hands. “Get your coat on,” he exclaimed in a strange voice, and began to push her toward the door. She was nearly crying when they reached the street, but he took her by the shoulders and shook her. “God damn it,” he said, “you ought to have more sense than to let those little micks get you drunk. Can’t you see they’re trying to make a fool of you?” “Why, father,” she said, “that’s not true. They liked me. They thought I was the prettiest girl . . .” “Stop your nonsense,” he shouted. “Don’t you know that they’re all laughing at you?” She had walked sullenly along beside him telling herself that it was hopeless, that she would never have a chance to get married if her father was going to act like this. At the same time, she had sensed that he was right; there had been something degrading about her success. The boys were awfully common, with their red faces and black hair; the whole party was common. Yet it was strange that her father should have noticed this, for he never made social distinctions. She pondered the word “micks,” which came so unexpectedly from him, who had taught her that you must never say nigger or sheeny or dago. All at once, she understood; it was as if he had told her the story of his life, and she was both sorry for him and frightened. In that terrible look on his face, in his hoarse voice, she read the living history of the Irish, the Jews, the Negroes. She felt closer to him than ever before; yet there was no doubt in her mind that her allegiance belonged elsewhere. Let her father vote for Hoover! She was for Al Smith, who used such bad grammar and was married to Mrs. Smith, who looked like all her own dreadful Irish relations rolled into one large woman and decorated with a string of beads. It would have been pleasanter, of course, if Al Smith had been a gentleman, if the Negroes were not colored, and the Jews were not Jewish. Nevertheless . . . Her heart quickened with romantic defiance. She shook off her father’s arm and stepped proudly into the car.


  But by this time she was free. Aunt Clara had been turned into a housekeeper, to whom no one paid any attention, she herself was in her second year at a good boarding school, she had a clothes allowance and charge accounts, took her friends to lunch at the country club, went to the movies and the theater, and read whatever she pleased. She had lost her faith. That was what had done it. In her first year of high school, she came home from the convent one day and announced that she was an atheist. Her aunt had had a fit of hysterics and sent for the parish priest. Her father had said nothing, but when she refused to go to Mass the following Sunday, he picked her up and carried her out to the car, while she kicked at his legs and screamed. “You can send me there,” she kept repeating, “but you can’t make me go in.” At the Catholic church she declined to get out of the car. The chauffeur drove her around for an hour and then brought her home. “I didn’t go,” she said. That night her father called her into the library. “You’re old enough now,” he said, “to know what you want. I can’t make you go to church. I’ve tried to have you brought up a good Catholic because I thought your mother would want it so. I’ve let your aunt have her way, though I’ve told her she was being too strict with you, that there was bound to be an explosion. I can’t do any more.” He paused. “Are you willing to finish out the year at the convent?” She knew that she must take a strong line. “No,” she said firmly. “All right.” He smiled for the first time. “You’ll have to be tutored then till I can find a good school for you. I don’t want you to fall behind.” “I won’t,” she declared intensely, promising herself that she would repay his confidence in her by having a brilliant career. A great writer, an actress, an ambassador’s gifted wife. Perhaps he would like it best if she were to study for the bar. But no, that was out of the question; women lawyers wore flat-heeled shoes. A great lady of some sort who spoke six languages fluently, Diane de Poitiers, Ninon, or Margaret of Navarre.


  With a conscious sense of drama, she walked over to the bookshelves and took down The Queen’s Necklace. Dumas had been forbidden her because he was on the Index. “Can I have this now?” she asked. Her father glanced up at the long line of novels in the worn, burgundy-colored bindings. “I ate those up when I was a boy.” She smiled and turned to go. “You can read it in here,” he said. “No need to rub it in. Your aunt is going to be pretty upset. You must go easy on her.” Her face fell. “You must learn to be a good sport, Meg,” he said gently. “It’s a poor winner that gloats.”


  


  Would she have had the courage, she wondered, to have taken up that extreme position if she had not known, unconsciously, that deep down in his soul her father was cheering her on? She was not sure. “You must stop belittling yourself,” said Dr. James. “It doesn’t make any difference what you would have done under some different circumstances. The fact is that you did the best you could with the circumstances you had. Anybody on the outside would say you acted very bravely.” Ah yes, she thought, but again you miss the point. It had not been a real test. That was what she feared and desired, the real test, the ordeal, the burning tenement house with the baby asleep on the fifth floor (would you rush in and save it if there were absolutely no one looking, no God in heaven to welcome your charred but purified spirit, no newspaper account the next day, YOUNG WOMAN DIES SAVING SLUM CHILD; if there were nothing in the world but you and the baby and the fire, would you not say to yourself that it was undoubtedly too late, that the baby must already have suffocated, that the fire was not serious, that the baby was not there at all but in the house across the street?). And of course, as Dr. James said, life is not like that. In life there is always the mitigating circumstance: “Conditions were not right yesterday for the experiment that was to have been performed,” “Findings of observers are open to serious question because of the cloudiness of the atmosphere.” Yet actually all this is misleading; the details, the environmental factors, the conflicting accounts of witnesses serve merely to obscure the fact that the question has been put, is being put, will be put, but worded so ambiguously, tucked into such an innocent context, that the subject cannot learn whether or not he has taken the test, let alone what his mark is. It therefore becomes important—for the subject who is interested in his status (there are many who simply don’t care and doubtless they are the ones who graduate summa cum laude)—to examine the data of his life with the utmost severity and cunning, turning the facts every which way, sidewards, upside down, as one turned those old newspaper puzzles to find the face in the cloud.


  In her own case, appearances were certainly against her. (Don’t look now but isn’t she the girl who stirred up all that trouble a few years ago? Treated her husband so badly he drove his car off that cliff. Of course, he was drunk and luckily he wasn’t hurt, but still . . . And then that other guy—what was his name—she worked on him till he left his wife and then wouldn’t have anything to do with him. And there was another story . . . he was sick and she didn’t go to see him . . . The time she made poor so-and-so quit his job on that foundation because it wasn’t radical enough to suit her . . . Got them to introduce her to some publishers and then dropped them like a hot-cake . . . Her best friend . . . Now she’s married to that architect, you know the one, that does those houses with ramps . . . I guess she’s got what she wants, but they fight like cats and dogs . . .) A shady case, unquestionably, a sordid history of betrayal. Yet, in some way, she was not like that. She would look at her face in the mirror and recognize in her features something direct, candid, sincere, some inward innocence engraved there that made strangers trust her on sight, tell her their troubles, ask her to watch their babies, help her carry her parcels. Policemen and taxi drivers smiled at her, truck drivers laughed at her hats. There it was, the unreasonable vote of confidence, which was not quite unearned. She would be, she felt, half entitled to it so long as she refused to become reconciled with herself, so long as the right hand remained on guard, the angry watchdog of the left. Yet in Dr. James’ eyes all this was sheer folly.


  “Accept yourself as you are,” he said. “Stop trying to dig in to your motives. You have set yourself a moral standard that nobody could live up to. Your early religious training . . .” Ah dear, she thought, how they all deplore my early religious training. “For God’s sake,” her husband said, “give up worrying about your imaginary sins and try to behave decently. You use your wonderful scruples as an excuse for acting like a bitch. Instead of telling yourself that you oughtn’t to have married me, you might concentrate on being a good wife.” “But I do try,” she said sadly. “I really do.” “Oh, Jesus,” he said, “you overdo it or you underdo it. One day you’re a miracle of a woman and the next morning you’re a hell-cat. Why do we have to live like that? Why can’t you be like anybody else?”


  That was what he had sent her to the doctor for—a perfectly simple little operation. First comes the anesthetic, the sweet, optimistic laughing-gas of science (you are not bad, you are merely unhappy, the bathtub murderer is “sick,” the Dead End Kid is a problem child, poor Hitler is a paranoiac, and that dirty fornication in a hotel room, why, that, dear Miss Sargent, is a “relationship”). After consciousness has been put to sleep, it is a very easy matter (just look the other way, please; it isn’t going to hurt, but the sight of the instruments seems to disturb excitable people like yourself), it is a very easy matter to cut out the festering conscience, which was of no use to you at all, and was only making you suffer. Then the patient takes a short rest and emerges as a cured neurotic; the personality has vanished, but otherwise he is perfectly normal; he never drinks too much or beats his wife or sleeps with the wrong person. He has returned to the Garden of Eden, the apple is back on the tree, the snake is a sportive phallus. If there is something a little bewildered, a little pathetic about this revenant, it is only that the ancestral paradise is, like all the homes of our childhood, smaller than he remembered.


  Already, in her own case, the effects of treatment were noticeable. “You have lost those unnatural high spirits,” her friends told her. “You are not so tense as you used to be. You don’t get so excited about causes.” It was true, she was more subdued; she did not assert herself in company; she let her husband talk on his own subjects, in his own vein; she told white lies, where before she had only told black ones. She learned to suppress the unpleasant, unnecessary truths: why let an author know that you do not like his book, why spoil a party by getting into an argument, why not tell your friend that her ugly house is pretty? And why mention to your husband that you have spent too much money on an evening dress, gone to the races and lost, had too much to drink, let a man kiss you in the pantry? Pay your debt with the housekeeping money, take your mother’s bracelet to the pawnshop, stifle the hangover with benzedrine, say the ice tray stuck and you were a long time getting it out. Do, in other words, what every normal wife does, agree and go your own way (it would only upset him if he knew; it is not important anyway; he would think I was silly to mention it). And if you want the last chop on the plate, the last drink in the bottle, take it, do not force it on him merely because you want it so much—that would simply be making a nuisance of yourself. Stop trying to be fair; only a child insists that everything should be divided equally. Grab whatever you need; he will do the same to you.


  What Frederick had not foreseen was that the good would vanish with the bad, that a man may easily overreach himself in making provisions for his comfort. His situation was like that of a woman who gets a hat altered to suit her features. It is only a small adjustment, the crown is lowered or heightened, the rakish feather is removed; there is no longer any fault to be found, but the customer looks in the mirror and weeps for her folly, because the hat is no longer stylish. Moreover, it is not returnable; it must lie in the closet for a certain number of seasons, till it is old enough to be given to a charity. And she herself was not returnable either. She could no longer go back into circulation, as she had done so often before. The little apartment in the Village, the cocktail parties, the search for a job, the loneliness, the harum-scarum, Bohemian habits, all this was now unthinkable for her. She had lost the life-giving illusion, the sense of the clean slate, the I-will-start-all-over-and-this-time-it-is-going-to-be-different. Up to the day that Frederick had sent her to the doctor, she had believed herself indestructible. Now she regarded herself as a brittle piece of porcelain. Between the two of them, they had taught her the fine art of self-pity. “Take it easy,” “Don’t try to do too much,” “You are only human, you know,” “Have a drink or an aspirin, lie down, you are overstrained.” In other words, you are a poor, unfortunate girl who was badly treated in her childhood, and the world owes you something. And there is the corollary: you must not venture outside this comfortable hospital room we have arranged for you, see how homey it is, the striped curtains, the gay bedspread, the easy chair with the reading lamp, why, you would hardly know it was a hospital—BUT (the threat lay in the conjunction), don’t try to get up, you are not strong enough; if you managed to evade the floor nurses, you would be sure to collapse in the street.


  Certainly, Frederick could not have intended this. He had sent her to Dr. James because he was unimaginative, because he believed in science in the same way that as an architect he believed in model tenement houses, and slum-clearance projects, and the Garden City of the Future, which would have straight streets, and lots of fresh air, and parks of culture and rest. When she had wept and cursed and kicked at him, he had not known how to “cope with” her (the phrase was his), and out of timidity, out of a certain sluggishness, an unwillingness to be disturbed, to take too much spiritual trouble, he had done what the modern, liberal man inevitably does—called in an expert. How characteristic of him, she thought, smiling, this great builder of cities, who cannot fix a leaky faucet! Poor Frederick, she murmured to herself, he did not see it in the cards at all that his spirited termagant of a wife would be converted into a whimpering invalid who no longer raged at him so often, who no longer wept every morning and seldom threatened to kill him, but who complained, stood on her prerogatives, and was chronically, vocally tired. And yet . . . Perhaps he had seen it, and accepted it as a lesser evil to living with her on terms of equality or allowing her to leave him. He was always talking about what he called her “bad record,” a divorce, three broken engagements, a whole series of love affairs abandoned in medias res. Perhaps what counted for him more than anything else, more than love (did he love her, did he know what love was all about?), more than a stable household with a pretty wife across the dinner table, was that this should not happen to him, that no one should be able to say, “Well, she’s done it again.” Furthermore, the fact of her illness, a fact she could not talk away, since she went to the doctor daily, this fact was invaluable to him as a weapon in their disputes. He was always in a position to say to her, “You are excited, you don’t know what you are saying,” “You are not a fit judge of this because you are neurotic,” “We won’t discuss this further, you are not sane on the subject,” and “I don’t want you to see your old friends because they play into your morbid tendencies.” And under the pressure of this, her own sense of truth was weakening. This and her wonderful scruples were all she had in the world, and both were slipping away from her. Overcome by the pathos of her situation, she began to cry.


  Dr. James, who was still talking about castration, stopped in the middle of a sentence.


  “What is it?” he said. “What upset you?” He had his notebook ready.


  “I wasn’t listening,” she said, knowing that this was not quite accurate. She had heard him, but the mind’s time is quicker than the tongue’s. Through the interstices of one of his measured paragraphs her whole life could flood in. “Everything you tell me may be true, but it’s irrelevant. Supposing at a certain time in my life, a time I can’t remember, I found out that girls were different from boys. No doubt this was a very poignant moment, but I can’t go back to it. My horrors are in the present.”


  “But you have never learned to accept that difference.”


  “Ah,” she said, “now you are on Frederick’s side. You think I ought to welcome my womanly role in life, keep up his position, defer to him, tell him how wonderful he is, pick up the crumbs from his table and eat them in the kitchen.”


  “No,” he said, “no. You have a lot to contend with. The marriage is not ideal. It’s unfortunate, for one thing, that you should have chosen to marry exactly the kind of man who would make you feel most enslaved and helpless.”


  “Feel!” she replied indignantly.


  “Well,” he said in his most reasonable and optimistic manner, “you could always get away from him. I think you want to stay with him. I think you are fond of him and that the two of you have the possibility of a solid relationship. Mutual interests . . . you could have children . . . you can’t keep on the way you were going, flying from one hectic love affair to another.”


  “No,” she said ruefully, “you can’t.”


  If one only could . . . But it required strength. It took it out of one so. The romantic life had been too hard for her. In morals as in politics anarchy is not for the weak. The small state, racked by internal dissension, invites the foreign conqueror. Proscription, martial law, the billeting of the rude troops, the tax collector, the unjust judge, anything, anything at all, is sweeter than responsibility. The dictator is also the scapegoat; in assuming absolute authority, he assumes absolute guilt; and the oppressed masses, groaning under the yoke, know themselves to be innocent as lambs, while they pray hypocritically for deliverance. Frederick imagined that she had married him for security (this was one of the troubles between them), but what he did not understand was that security from the telephone company or the grocer was as nothing compared to the other security he gave her, the security from being perpetually in the wrong, and that she would have eaten bread and water, if necessary, in order to be kept in jail.


  To know God and yet do evil, this was the very essence of the romantic life, a kind of electrolytical process in which the cathode and the anode act and react upon each other to ionize the soul. And, as they said, it could not go on. If you cannot stop doing evil, you must try to forget about God. If your eyes are bigger than your stomach, by all means put one of them out. Learn to measure your capacities, never undertake more than you can do, then no one will know that you are a failure, you will not even know it yourself. If you cannot love, stop attempting it, for in each attempt you will only reveal your poverty, and every bed you have ever slept in will commemorate a battle lost. The betrayer is always the debtor; at best, he can only work out in remorse his deficit of love, until remorse itself becomes love’s humble, shamefaced proxy. The two she had cared for most (or was it that they had cared most for her?) had, she believed, understood all this during those last hours when the packed trunks stood about the room and the last pound of butter got soft in the defrosting icebox (it seemed a pity to waste it, but what were you going to do?). They had consoled her and petted her and promised that she would be happy, that she would soon forget them—just as if they had been leaving her, instead of the other way around. The most curious thing about it was that their wounds, whose seriousness perhaps she had exaggerated, had been readily healed by time, while her own, being self-inflicted, continued to pain her. There are other girls in the world, but there is only the single self.


  She remembered Frederick’s impatience when she had tried to explain this to him. “You couldn’t have cared much for him or you wouldn’t have wanted to leave him,” he had said in a grumpy voice. “Really, Frederick,” she had answered, “can’t you possibly understand . . . ?” “By their fruits ye shall know them,” he replied, sententiously. This was one of his favorite quotations, a quotation which, of course, damned her utterly. Yet, she said to herself now, be fair. This is precisely what you want, to be condemned but condemned unjustly, on circumstantial evidence, so that you can feel that there is still some hope for you, that the very illegality of the proceedings against you will advance your cause in some higher court. The prisoner has been under duress; she has been treated with great harshness; let me show you, your honor, the marks of the cat-o’-nine-tails. It was for his incomprehension, his blunt severity, his egoism, that she had married Frederick in the first place. She had known from the very beginning that he would never really love her, and this was what had counted for her, far more than the security or the social position. Or rather perhaps she had felt that she was free to accept these things because the gift of love was lacking. When that man on the train had offered them to her she had had to refuse because love had been offered with them. And yet, she thought, she was being unfair again, for she would never under any conditions have married the man on the train, while there had been something about Frederick (the so-called mutual interests, a certain genuine solidity of character of which the mulishness was only one aspect) that had made her marry him and even believe for a short while that surely it would turn out well, that this time she would be happy and good, that a strong, successful architect was exactly what the recipe called for. An architect, she said to herself scornfully, the perfect compromise candidate, something halfway between a businessman and an artist.


  “What you don’t see, Dr. James, is that I was better then than I am now. You and Frederick do wrong to be so deeply shocked by my past. Why, if I forget to send out his laundry, he can’t resist reminding me of my former sexual crimes. ‘You always were a slut,’ he says.”


  “Come now,” said Dr. James. “Don’t take it so hard. He doesn’t mean everything he says, any more than you do.”


  “Ah,” she exclaimed, sitting up, “but he thinks he does. I still know when I lie, I can recognize a frame-up when I make one. But Frederick is his own stooge, his own innocent front. He has a vested interest in himself. He is the perfect Protestant pragmatist. ‘If I say this, it is true,’ ‘If I do this, it is justified.’ There is no possibility of dispute because Frederick has grace, Frederick belongs to the Elect. It’s the religion of the Pharisee, the religion of the businessman. It’s no accident that Catholicism is the religion of the proletariat and of what is left of the feudal aristocracy. Our principles are democratic; we believe that original sin is given to all and grace is offered with it. The poor man is democratic out of necessity, the nobleman is democratic out of freedom. Have you ever noticed,” she went on, forgetting her quarrel with Frederick, warming up to her subject, “that the unconscious hypocrite is a pure middle-class type? Your aristocrat may be a villain, and your beggar may be a criminal; neither is self-deluded, puffed up with philanthropism and vanity, like a Rockefeller or an Andrew Carnegie. And the French, who are the most middle-class people in the world, have produced a satirical literature that is absolutely obsessed with this vice.”


  Dr. James frowned slightly. It was plain that the subject did not interest him. If only her analysis could be kept on the plane of intellectual discussion! But with Dr. James this was out of the question. Whenever she did manage it, she was sorry almost at once, for, divested of professional infallibility, Dr. James was a pitiable sight. He was no match for her in an argument. It was murder, as they said in the prize ring. And the brief pleasure she got from showing herself to advantage (now he sees me at my best) curdled quickly into self-contempt, as she perceived how abject indeed was her condition, if she could allow this blundering sophomore to get his hands on her beautiful psychology.


  Would she have done better, she wondered, to have gone to one of the refugee analysts, or to one of the older men like Brill? Many of them were intelligent, and they had another merit, they were peculiar. You could see at a glance why psychoanalysis had attracted them. They suffered from migraine, divorced their wives, committed suicide, bullied their patients, quarreled with their colleagues; they were vain or absent-minded or bitter or dishonest—there was hardly a one of whom it could not be said, “Physician, heal thyself.” And popular opinion was wrong when it held that an analyst’s personal failings disqualified him as a healer. Psychoanalysis was one of those specialized walks of life, like the ballet or crime or the circus, in which a deformity is an asset; a tendency to put on weight is no handicap to a professional fat lady; moral idiocy is invaluable to a gangster, and the tragedy of a midget’s life occurs when he begins to grow. What Dr. James and his young American colleagues lacked was, precisely, the mark of Cain, that passport to the wilderness of neurosis that the medical schools do not supply.


  Yet for all their insight and cultivation, the others, the marked men, were dangerous. They might give you their own neurosis; they might neglect you or die or go insane or run away with their stenographers, and then where would you be? With Dr. James you were safe. He might never cure you, but he would not kill you. He would try to make up in conscientiousness and sympathy what he lacked in the other departments. Whatever you did or said, he would be unfailingly kind, and now and then in his blue eyes you would see a small, bright flame of pain, which told you that he was suffering with you, that you were not alone. And if, in many ways, he seemed Frederick’s ideal apostolic delegate (for Frederick would have been afraid to have you go to one of those showy, gifted analysts), if he seemed a symbol of compromise, of the mediocrity you were rapidly achieving, you must forgive him, pretend not to notice, since he was all you had left. Your father was dead, your first husband, your first lover, and your next-to-the-last, even your Aunt Clara. Your other lovers were married, your friends were scattered or disgusted with you or on bad terms with Frederick. One reason, it occurred to her suddenly, that she continued to go to Dr. James long after she had admitted that he could do nothing for her was simply, if the truth were acknowledged, that she had no one else to talk to. Her conversation had become official conversation—the war, the Administration, the Managerial Revolution, Van Wyck Brooks, Lewis Mumford, the latest novel by a friend. Even on these public subjects, Frederick did not like it if she were too “sharp,” and she could never guess ahead of time whether he would laugh uproariously at one of her jokes or rebuke her for a want of taste. Frederick, she thought, must have known that with all the will in the world she could not transform herself overnight into a “public” character like himself, that a certain amount of isolation was desirable but too much might bring on revolt. Dr. James was the Outlet, paid for by the month, the hygienic pipe line that kept the boiler from exploding.


  “Let’s go back a little,” he said now. “It made you angry when I told you that you felt enslaved. Understand me, I don’t mean that this is a delusion. It’s true that you’ve put yourself in a position that isn’t easy to retreat from. You have gone and burnt all the bridges that could take you back to your old life. But you have done this on purpose.”


  She nodded.


  “I asked for it all right,” she said bitterly. “I haven’t any call to blame Frederick. It’s my own cowardice that got me into this, and it’s my own cowardice that’ll keep me there. Every time I say to myself that I can’t go on, it’s a lie. Or maybe it’s a kind of prayer. ‘Let me not go on.’ ”


  “Wait!” He sustained a dramatic pause. In this moment he was very much the magician. Behind him you could see Mesmer and then Cagliostro, the whole train of illusionists, divine, disreputable charlatans, who breathe on the lead coin, and, lo, it is purest gold. In spite of herself, she felt a little excited. Her hands trembled, her breathing quickened. She was ready for the mystery. “I am going to suggest to you a different view of your marriage.” He paused again. Now she hung ardently on his words. She would have liked a cigarette, but she was afraid to reach for her pocketbook, lest the movement disturb him. She held her body perfectly still, like a woman who is expecting that any minute now the man by her side will kiss her.


  “Yes?” she said in a soft, weak voice.


  “You accuse yourself every day of having done something cowardly in marrying your present husband. I want to suggest to you that the exact opposite may be true, that this marriage took more real daring on your part than anything you have done since you left your father’s house.”


  “You’re crazy,” she said, mildly.


  “No!” he declared. “Think! In your childhood you had a terrible experience. Your mother died and you found yourself the prisoner of a cruel and heartless relative.”


  “She wasn’t really cruel,” she protested. “She was just misguided.”


  “I am talking about the way it appeared to you. Your aunt was the wicked stepmother that you read about in the fairy tales. Now where could you turn for help? To your father, obviously. But your father refused to help you. He even refused to notice that anything was wrong.”


  “He was away a great deal.”


  “That was what you told yourself. You began by trying to excuse him, but all the time you had the feeling that there was something queer going on, something you couldn’t understand. Maybe your father and your aunt had a horrible covenant between them, maybe your own subjection was somehow part of the deal.”


  He is trying to imitate the way I talk, she thought, but it sounds silly when he does it.


  “At the same time, you suspected that you would have been treated differently if you were a boy. You’ve described the arrangement of your house to me, and you lived in a kind of harem. Your father never went into your bedroom. You began to think that there was something ugly about being a girl and that you were being punished for it.”


  “Yes. There was something odd there. It seems to me now that my father felt that he had committed a sexual crime in marrying outside the clan. Race pollution. That was why he was so strict with me about boys. He wouldn’t let me walk down the street—in broad daylight—with a boy I’d known all my life. The temptations of the flesh must have seemed very lively to him.”


  “We can’t go into your father’s psychology here. Something like that probably happened. In any case, you were made to feel unclean about your sex. And your religion got into the picture. You compared the upstairs with the downstairs.”


  Ah, yes, she thought, you are right. The terrible female vulgarity of blood, the Sacred Heart dripping gore, Saint Sebastian with the arrows, the dark red of the votive lamps, and the blue robe of the Madonna, the color of the veins in one’s wrists. How schematically it had all been lived out, the war between the flesh and the spirit, between women and men, between the verminous proletariat and the disinfected bourgeoisie.


  “You thought that you belonged with your Aunt Clara, that you were a dark, disgusting person, and that your father, though you could not acknowledge this, was the real jailer.”


  “I see,” she said. “And I felt that I deserved my imprisonment, that my father in segregating me from the community was performing a social service, throwing a cordon sanitaire around a slum section that was full of typhus.”


  It was all true. Yet there had been some ambiguity in the situation, arising from the fact that she was, after all, her father’s daughter. Yet this element, far from easing her lot, had made it the more intolerable. The ugly duckling might be able to get along in life, adjust, resign itself, if there were not the charming, tantalizing possibility that at any moment it might turn into a swan. And, of course, that was what had happened. The second transformation had been quite as magical as the first. The little girl who looked like her mother had suddenly reappeared, seven years older, but otherwise unchanged. Or so, at any rate, it had seemed. She was pretty, she dressed expensively, she was gay, she made friends, and the only remarkable thing about her was that she had the air of coming from nowhere, of having no past. Her classmates in boarding school could not understand why they had never met her before. When they asked her about this, she would blush and say that her father had kept her in a convent. But this explanation was never quite adequate. “What about vacations?” they would wonder. “Who did you go around with?” “Oh, a lot of Catholic girls,” she would answer. “It was very boring.” Questions of this sort annoyed her, for she was anxious to think of herself as a completely new person. If anyone would have believed her, she would have pretended that she had spent her former life in some different, distant city, where she had gone to dancing class every Tuesday and been just like everyone else. Unfortunately, her father was too well known; her lie would have been discovered. In a way, she supposed, it was to escape from these questions, from the whole unfair business of having to have a verifiable history, that she had gone East to college. There, if you had money and used the right fork, no one could suspect an Aunt Clara in your vague but impeccable background. Later, when she had grown more sophisticated, Aunt Clara had been converted into an asset. It was amusing to have an aunt who said “ain’t” and “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” and ate her peas with a spoon, amusing because it seemed so improbable that you could have an aunt like that.


  Moreover, the change had not been merely superficial. Her whole character had altered, or, rather, she had believed that it had. She, who had spent seven years in crying fits, spent the next seven without shedding a tear. Where her artistic tastes had been romantic, they quickly became realistic. Everything she had formerly admired became detestable to her. The sight of a nasturtium or a pink cosmos could make her tremble with anger, though these were the very flowers that, at her aunt’s suggestion, she had chosen to grow as a child. Most extraordinary of all, she had suddenly developed wit and, even now, she never failed to be surprised when people laughed at her jokes, because for years it had been a household axiom that poor Meg had no sense of humor.


  How remarkable it had all been! How very strong she had felt! She used to think back over her childhood and marvel, telling herself that it was really extraordinary that “all that” had not left a single trace. Yet as soon as she had married for the first time, she had begun to change back again. The first time she cried, she had said to herself, “This is very strange. I never cry.” The first time she got angry with her husband and heard a torrent of abuse pour from her own lips, she had listened to herself in astonishment, feeling that there was something familiar about the hysterical declamatory tone, something she could not quite place. It happened again and again, and always there was this sense of recognition, this feeling that she was only repeating combinations of words she had memorized long ago. She had been married some time before she knew that she sounded exactly like Aunt Clara. Yet she could not stop, she was powerless to intervene when this alien personality would start on one of its tirades, or when it would weep or lie in bed in the morning, too wretched to get up. And when it began to have love affairs, to go up to strange hotel rooms, and try to avoid the floor clerk, she could only stand by, horrified, like a spectator at a play who, as the plot approaches its tragic crisis, longs to jump on the stage and clear up the misunderstanding, but who composes himself by saying that what is happening is not real, those people are only actors.


  “This isn’t like you, Meg,” her first husband would tell her, in that gentle voice of his, and she would collapse in his arms, sobbing, “I know, I know, I know.” She was inconsolable, but he could almost console her, since he shared her own incredulity and terror. It was as if she had lent her house to a family of squatters and returned to find the crockery broken, the paneling full of bullet-holes, the walls defaced with obscenities, her beautiful, young girl’s bedroom splashed with the filth of a dog. And it was as if he had taken her hand and said, “Don’t look at it. Come away now. Everything will be just the same; we will send for the cleaning woman, the house painter, and the restorer. Don’t cry, it has no connection with you.” She was glad to believe him, naturally. Nevertheless, before long, she began to think him a fool. At the outset, it had seemed to her that he was right, that she was being impersonated by some false Florimel; however, as time went on, she herself became confused. She was losing the thread of the story, which was getting fearfully involved, like one of those Elizabethan dramas in which the characters change their disguises so often (Enter the Friar disguised as a Friar) that the final unmasking leaves everyone more perplexed than before. She came at last to the place where she wondered whether the false self was not the true one. What if she were an impostor? The point could only be settled by producing the false self in all its malignancy, and asserting its claim to belief. To say, “You were wrong about me, look how dreadfully I can treat you, and do it not impulsively but calmly, in the full possession of my faculties.” Her first husband, however, had not been convinced. (And how could he be, she thought now; it was far easier for him to believe in her innate, untarnishable virtue than to believe that for three years he had been the dupe of what her present husband called a natural-born bitch.) He had grieved over her and let her go, remarking only that her fiancé would never understand her as he did, that she must be out of her senses.


  At once she was restored to herself. She knew that she did not cry or make disgusting scenes or have cheap tastes or commit adultery (unless she were very much in love). Yet whenever a new love affair grew serious the usurper would crowd in again. Each time she would persuade herself that with this particular man her defenses would be impregnable, and each time the weak point, the crumbling masonry, would be discovered too late, when the enemy was in occupation. And she would reflect sadly that of course she ought to have realized that this one was too selfish, that one too lazy, the other too pliant to permit her being herself, though actually it was these very qualities that she had relied upon for protection. And unfortunately she had used very little realism in her selections. She was not in a position to ask herself any of the conventional questions (are our tastes congenial, will he be able to support me, will I still want to sleep with him after the first few weeks?) because precisely what she dared not look into was the Medusa-face of the future. “I will have to take a chance,” she would always say, and her friends, marveling at her recklessness, did not see that she was exactly as gallant as a soldier who moves forward flourishing the standard, because he knows that if he does not do so, his officers will shoot him in the back.


  “Now,” said Dr. James, “you were helpless, you had no one to turn to, not even the Juvenile Court. And yet . . .” He paused again, even more impressively. This is the moment, she said to herself. This time surely he will get that rabbit out of the hat. “You won your freedom. And the thing to remember, Margaret,” he pronounced her full name with all its syllables, “is that you did it yourself!” His voice was full of triumph.


  “Perhaps,” she said sadly. “But I can’t do it again.”


  “I think you can,” he answered. She felt belief stir, faintly, fondly, within her. It would be nice if he were right. However, the whole tone of his address was so deplorably YMCA. “I think you can,” he repeated. “The very fact of your marriage indicates that you can.”


  She looked up at him. At last he had surprised her.


  “Let me suggest to you, Margaret, that this ordeal of your childhood has been the controlling factor of your life. You forgot it, blotted it out of your consciousness, just as you blotted your aunt out of your family history, yet you have never ceased to think about it for a single moment. You did not understand how you had escaped, you could never really believe that you had. Everything that happened afterwards seemed unreal to you, like a story, but you disguised this from yourself by turning everything upside down, by pretending that your childhood was the fantasy, the thing that never took place. Nevertheless, as you grew older, as you found yourself able to get along, to graduate with honors, have friends and a husband and a job, as you began to feel more secure in your role, the past reasserted itself. This could not have taken place earlier because you were still too frightened. When it did come out, however, it expressed itself in various ways, not all of them bad. It expressed itself in neurotic symptoms, but also in your political beliefs, in a taste for colorful language that has been useful to you as a writer. It expressed itself in what you call emotional greediness, which has done you good as well as harm.


  “As soon as the past showed itself, you tried to run away. At the same time you set yourself various tests to find out what you were like. None of the results appeared to be conclusive, though, because the tests did not seem to you real. What you were being drawn toward all the time was a re-enactment of the old situation, but your first marriage and your other relationships fulfilled practically none of the conditions that had prevailed in your father’s house. And the essential thing was lacking: you felt free; you were an equal; you could always get away. You say that you were happier in these relationships. In the end, though, they proved unsatisfactory. You dropped them abruptly. However, as you got older and—you must not forget this—stronger, you began to choose men who more nearly resembled your father. A middle-aged man, married men, even, once, a New Englander who came from your father’s home state.”


  “That was nothing,” she said. “A flash in the pan. One afternoon.”


  “Yes. All these affairs are mere signposts of a direction. Finally, however, your father dies, and you are free to make a real marriage. You at once marry Frederick and imitate, as much as it’s possible for a grown woman, your own predicament as a child. You lock yourself up again, you break with your former friends, you quit your job; in other words, you cut yourself off completely. You even put your money in his bank account. You are alone: if you cry out, no one will listen; if you explain, no one will believe you. Frederick’s own weaknesses contribute to this picture; they affirm its reality. His own insecurity makes him tyrannical and over-possessive; his fear of emotional expenditure makes him apparently indifferent. On the one hand, he is unjust to you, like your aunt; on the other, like your father, he pretends not to notice your sufferings and to deny his own culpability in them. Religion appears again, but now (this is very significant) it is the Protestant religion. A doctor enters the scene. If I remember rightly, you say that the only time your father came into your bedroom, he was bringing a doctor with him.”


  She nodded, unable to speak.


  “You reproach yourself with cowardice for having contracted this marriage. But look at the facts. Isn’t this the most dangerous action you have ever performed as an adult? You have run a terrible risk, the risk of severe neurosis, in putting yourself to this test. For that’s the thing you are asking: will I be able to get out? And once again you have the answer in yourself.”


  “No, I haven’t,” she said. “I’m turned to water. I’m finished. I’m overrun by barbarian tribes. Two or three years ago, perhaps . . . Not now.”


  “Two or three years ago, Margaret,” he said gently, “you wouldn’t have had the courage to put yourself in this situation, let alone to save yourself.”


  “It’s not true. I was wonderful then.”


  He smiled.


  “In those days, you were avoiding the things you feared. Now you are eating breakfast with them.”


  “Not eating breakfast,” she said. “Frederick prefers to breakfast alone. I disturb his train of thought.”


  “The weakness you feel is a result of living with these fears. You must find your way out, and you’ll discover that you are just as strong as Frederick.”


  “But what can I do? He won’t allow me to leave him. I have nobody left to borrow money from. I could run away and sleep on a park bench, I suppose.”


  But she did not want that. Ah, no! The days of romantic destitution were gone for her. It was no longer possible for her to conceive of herself as a ribbon clerk at Macy’s. Now there was not so much time left in the world that you could spend two years or three in the unrewarding occupation of keeping yourself alive. Her apprenticeship was finished. If she took a job, it would have to be a good one, one that would keep the talents limber. No more secretarial work, no more office routine, that wonderful, narcotic routine that anesthetizes the spirit, lulls the mind to sleep with the cruel paranoiac delusion of the importance, the value to humanity, of the humble-task-well-done.


  “You tried running away as a little girl, and it didn’t work,” he said. “No. You misunderstand me. I’m not advising you to leave Frederick. You must win your freedom from him, your right to your opinions, your tastes, your friends, your money. And, of course, your right to leave him. Once you have it, I believe, you will cease to want to exercise it. You can become truly reconciled with Frederick, and you may even be happy with him.”


  “It sounds impractical,” she said. “How am I going to get these rights?”


  “You did it before,” he answered. “You did it with your mind. That and your beauty are the two weapons you have.”


  He closed his black notebook.


  “All right!” he announced in a totally different voice, high and unnaturally sprightly, as if he were giving a bird imitation. The hour was over. She looked at the electric clock. He had given her five minutes extra. This pleased her, and she was ashamed of being pleased over such a small, such a niggardly present. What a pass indeed she had come to when the favors of this commonplace little doctor could be treasured, like autumn leaves in a memory book! The knife of terror struck at her, and she saw herself as a transient, and this office with its white walls as the last and bleakest hotel room she would ever lie in. Guests who stay after one P.M. will be expected to pay for the extra day. When she was gone, he would empty the ash tray, smooth out the white cloth on the pillow, open the window for an instant, and the room and he would be blank again, ready for the next derelict. She put her hat on carefully, trying not to hurry, lest he see how humble and rejected she felt, how willing to be dislodged; and trying, on the other hand, not to take too much time, lest he think her inconsiderate. He picked up her coat from the end of the couch and held it out for her, an attention he rarely paid her. She glanced at him and quickly lowered her eyes. Does he think I am unusually upset today, she wondered. Or was it something else? “My beauty,” she murmured to herself. “Well, well!” She slid her arms into the coat. She turned, and he offered her his hand. In slight confusion, she shook it. “Good-bye,” she said softly. He patted her arm. “Good-bye. See you tomorrow,” he said in a rather solicitous voice. He held the door open for her and she slid out awkwardly, half-running, not wanting him to see her blush.


  On the street, she felt very happy. “He likes me,” she thought, “he likes me the best.” She walked dreamily down Madison Avenue, smiling, and the passers-by smiled back at her. I look like a girl in love, she thought; it is absurd. And yet what a fine rehabilitation of character that had been! The most dangerous action . . . run a terrible risk. She repeated these phrases to herself, as if they had been words of endearment. I think you can . . . Suddenly, her heart turned over. She shuddered. It had all been a therapeutic lie. There was no use talking. She knew. The mind was powerless to save her. Only a man . . . She was under a terrible enchantment, like the beleaguered princesses in the fairy tales. The thorny hedge had grown up about her castle so that the turrets could hardly be seen, the road was thick with brambles; was it still conceivable that the lucky third son of a king could ever find his way to her? Dr. James? She asked herself the question and shook her head violently. But supposing he should fall in love with her, would she have the strength to remind herself that he was a fussy, methodical young man whom she would never ordinarily have looked at? All at once, she remembered that she had not told him the end of her dream.


  She was matriculating at a place called Eggshell College. There was an outing cabin, and there were three tall young men, all of them a sort of dun color, awkward, heavy-featured, without charm, a little like the pictures of Nazi prisoners that the Soviet censor passes. They stumbled about the cabin, bumping their heads on the rafters. She was sorry she had gone there, and she sat down at a table, resolved to take no part in the proceedings. Two other girls materialized, low-class girls, the kind you said, “Hello, there” to on the campus. A sort of rude party commenced. Finally one of the men came toward her, and she got up at once, her manner becoming more animated. In a moment she was flirting with him and telling one of the other girls, “Really he is not so bad as the others. He is quite interesting when you begin to talk to him.” His face changed, his hair grew dark and wavy. There was something Byronic about him. He bent down to kiss her; it was a coarse, loutish kiss. “There must be some mistake,” she thought. “Perhaps I kissed the wrong one,” and she looked up to find that the Byronic air was gone; he was exactly like the others. But in a few minutes it happened again; his skin whitened, his thick, flat nose refined itself, developed a handsome bridge. When he kissed her this time, she kept her eyes shut, knowing very well what she would see if she opened them, knowing that it was now too late, for now she wanted him anyway.


  The memory of the dream struck her, like a heavy breaker. She stopped in the street, gasping. “Oh my God,” she demanded incredulously, “how could I, how could I?” In a moment, she told herself that it was only a dream, that she had not really done that, that this time at least she need feel no remorse. Her thirsty spirit gulped the consoling draft. But it was insufficient. She could not disown the dream. It belonged to her. If she had not yet embraced a captive Nazi, it was only an accident of time and geography, a lucky break. Now for the first time she saw her own extremity, saw that it was some failure in self-love that obliged her to snatch blindly at the love of others, hoping to love herself through them, borrowing their feelings, as the moon borrowed light. She herself was a dead planet. It was she who was the Nazi prisoner, the pseudo-Byron, the equivocal personality who was not truly protean but only appeared so. And yet, she thought, walking on, she could still detect her own frauds. At the end of the dream, her eyes were closed, but the inner eye had remained alert. She could still distinguish the Nazi prisoner from the English milord, even in the darkness of need.


  “Oh my God,” she said, pausing to stare in at a drugstore window that was full of hot-water bottles, “do not let them take this away from me. If the flesh must be blind, let the spirit see. Preserve me in disunity. O di,” she said aloud, “reddite me hoc pro pietate mea.”


  It was certainly a very small favor she was asking, but, like Catullus, she could not be too demanding, for, unfortunately, she did not believe in God.


  THE OASIS


  

  

  

  

  

  To Bowden


  In fact, it must be confessed that, both in this world and the next, the wicked are always a source of considerable embarrassment.


  From the passage on Mme de Warens’

  religious views in Rousseau’s Confessions.


  


  OBEDIENT to the social law that makes the moot guest the early bird at a tea party, Mr. and Mrs. Joseph Lockman were the first to arrive in Utopia. The past cannot be discarded in a single gesture, and Joe, in real life a diabetic business man from Belmont, Massachusetts, had spent thirty years beating his competitors to the jump. Joe’s intentions toward Utopia were already formidable: honoring its principles of equality and fraternity, he was nevertheless determined to get more out of it than anybody else. This determination was purely spiritual. Translated from his factory and his garden to this heavenly mountain-top, he intended to paint more, think more, and feel more than his co-colonists. He meant no evil by this; he called it leadership. He expected to be a spur and an incentive, as he had been to the brothers and the brothers-in-law in Lockman Leathergoods below. He would not have been in earnest about the higher life if he had failed to think of it in terms of the speed-up.


  Habits die hard, particularly with the successful, and where the other colonists, defeated, for the most part, in their earthly endeavors by drink, pride, greed, caution, or laziness, looked upon Utopia as a concerted New Year’s resolution, an insurrection of slaves against the inner masters, as well as a secession from society, Joe saw it simply as an extension of opportunity. He had always been a good man, and the only sin he had ever committed—the brother whom he had pronounced dead the day the shortage in the firm’s accounts was discovered—he considered a righteous act. His one regret in real life, aside from family cares, was that he had not found sufficient time to give to his painting, a hobby he had taken up in middle age for purposes of relaxation, only to find in art (he had gone straight to the moderns) something bigger and better than business, a gigantic step-up transformer for the communication of personal electricity which excited his salesman’s vision with promises of a vast “development.” He looked forward with the greatest interest to the conversation of writers and painters, and it did not occur to him that he was participating in an anarchistic experiment. He knew himself to be a good mixer, as well as a good neighbor, and the communal program of the colony filled him, therefore, with no alarms—“What’s mine is yours,” he was fond of saying to acquaintances, and though he voted the Republican ticket, he had long been of the opinion that there was too much selfishness in the world. His exodus from Belmont, therefore, had an orderly and calmly transitional character. He had the AAA map out the route for him as usual, outlining the best highways in a serene wide ribbon of turquoise that ended abruptly, however, at the junction down in the valley, where the dirt road to Utopia trailed off from the numbered highway, anonymous and unmarked.


  It was in the AAA office that Joe had experienced his first qualm. Before the blonde secretary, he felt really humiliated to think that Utopia did not figure on his Socony Automobile Guide. Etymology being one of his hobbies, he had already done the derivation of Utopia from ou, not, topos, a place (“Notaplace, get it?” he had said to his wife, Eva), yet the stare of the secretary unmanned him. He could not resist the impulse to put Utopia on the map. Seizing a pencil from the girl’s desk, he had quickly drawn in a mountain where no surveyor had ever found one. “Look,” he said. “Next year Socony will have it, right between Shaker Village and the birthplace of Stephen A. Douglas.”


  Afterwards, he was ashamed of what he had done. “Joe,” he said to himself, in the hillbilly dialect he had adopted for interior disputation, “you hadn’t ought to act thataway. What you care what folks think? We-uns up in the mountains don’t give a damn about they-uns down in the valley.” Self-parody was Joe’s misfortune; he was a buffoon even with his soul. A sad Jewish comedian, grey-haired, grey-eyed, grey-skinned, sick, intelligent, unsure, he lacked audience-sense to an almost fatal degree. He used a dozen masks, accents, patters, soft-shoe steps, to parry an invisible laughter whose source he could not locate; in the confusion of these disguises, he had lost himself. The go-getting business man, the official greeter, the barber-shop harmonist, the Scout leader, the comic Englishman, Ikey the Jew, all these stereotypes were Joe’s repertory, but they were also Joe. He had made himself grotesque for fear of becoming ridiculous, and though somewhere within him there was a voice crying in the wilderness, it spoke in a babel of tongues, in the base dialect of the Philistines. He was a prophet without honor to himself.


  “He is the antithesis of everything we stand for,” shouted Macdougal Macdermott, the editor of a libertarian magazine, the night Joe’s name was proposed to the Utopian council. “My God, aren’t we going to have any standards? I don’t hold his business against him; he may be a decent employer; but, my God, the man is uncivilized. Don’t you believe in anything? This fellow is a Yahoo.” Ordinarily a generous-minded man, ready to oppose sectarianism whenever he observed it in others, Macdougal Macdermott felt the proposed admission of Joe Lockman as a personal affront. Of all the enrolled Utopians, he was closest to Joe by temperament. Tall, red-bearded, gregarious, susceptible to a liver complaint, puritanical, disputatious, hard-working, monogamous, a good father and a good friend, he had suffered all his life from a vague sense that he was somehow crass, that he did not belong by natural endowment to that world of the spirit which his intellect told him was the highest habitation of man. That he could not see this world was a source of perpetual grievance to him; he knew that it existed through perceiving its effect on others, as a man in a snug house infers that the wind is blowing from the agitation of the leaves on the trees. Had he not seen a poem, he would have scoffed at the idea of poetry, and had the idea of poetry not been presented to him, he would have scoffed at a poem. Nevertheless, ten years before, he had made the leap into faith and sacrificed $20,000 a year and a secure career as a paid journalist for the intangible values that eluded his empirical grasp. He had moved down town into Bohemia, painted his walls indigo, dropped the use of capital letters and the practice of wearing a vest, and, having thus impressed his Sancho Panza into the service of quixotic causes, he now felt it to be the keenest ingratitude that he should be asked to admit into the fellowship a man who had done nothing. A whole habit of thrift in him cried out against the proposed largesse. Where was the justice in the world, if the savings of a lifetime were to be wiped out in a sudden inflation of the currency? Like the Prodigal Son’s brother, he rebelled against this capriciousness of favor; his logical character cried out against the illogic of grace.


  In the heat of the discussion that followed, two tendencies crystallized, the strict and the latitudinarian, and the strict would have won the day had not Mac himself, in one of those reversals of feeling characteristic of amateur parliaments, suddenly shifted ground. The ease with which his arguments were prevailing awoke him to question their validity; the novelty of winning a point put his dormant conscience on guard. He had been carried to the center of opinion more rapidly than he had anticipated, and the very smoothness of the voyage made him distrust the current of passion that had swept him there. The elation of his supporters disgusted him and invoked a sympathy for Joe which persuasion could not have induced in him. “The man is human,” he yelled, all at once, disregarding his previous contentions, just as though someone else had uttered them. “My God,” he exclaimed, wheeling on his chief constituent, “what is this word, philistine? You talk as if he were an ape.” “Mac,” his supporter protested, “you’re being inconsistent.” “What if I am?” he shouted, waving his arms in the air. “You know what Emerson said. All right,” he conceded, “I was wrong. The man has a right to exist.” “And what,” said Mrs. Macdermott, entering the argument unexpectedly, now that she found herself in agreement with her husband, and speaking in a quiet voice, “is Utopia but the right to a human existence?”


  The others fell silent, mortified, recalled to their principles or to the principles, at any rate, of the colony, to which, however dubiously, with whatever reservations or secret hostilities, they were lending a gingerly credence. A few of the men grumbled, not because they disagreed with Mrs. Macdermott, but because they grudged Mac Macdermott the luxury of being both right and wrong in the same argument—one opinion apiece was enough in a democracy. And the placidity of Mrs. Macdermott’s tone, sounding into their discord, fretted them as usual; Mrs. Macdermott, unlike the other colonists, had been born into New York society, and though a gentle disposition and an identification with the unfortunate had given her pretty, slight form and fragile pastel features that downtrodden and even necessitous appearance so common among charitable women, she still expressed herself in the secure manner of one who has enjoyed advantages; the silver spoon tinkled in her mouth whenever she spoke against privilege. Retiring and diffident as she was, she nevertheless appeared to feel herself as a modest pivot at the very center of judgment, and the long pale baby on her lap tonight, as always, seemed to point the finger of reproach at the less “responsible” members of the party—the Macdermott children, naturally, had not been made slaves of a schedule and enjoyed all the democratic freedoms, including the freedom of assembly.


  “Eleanor’s right!” Mac shouted, slapping his knee in delighted admiration. He applauded his wife thunderously, as if she were a team of acrobats, whenever she performed what to him was the extraordinary feat of arriving at a balanced opinion. His co-Utopians smiled. At bottom, they were grateful to Eleanor Macdermott for saving them from an act of ostracism which would indeed have been an ugly beginning for a community devoted to brotherhood. The incident, in fact, had frightened them a little. They had caught a glimpse of themselves in a mirror, a mirror placed at a turning-point where they had expected to see daylight and freedom, and though each of them, individually, was far from believing himself perfect, all had counted on the virtues of others to rescue them from themselves. They now felt somewhat dashed to find that they behaved (or had nearly behaved) worse together than any of them might have done singly, and, reluctantly dismissing from their minds the vision of Utopia as a kind of collective security, they resolved that from now on (a phrase, alas, not new to any of them) they would set a guard on themselves and distrust their spontaneous feelings. There was no further debate about Joe Lockman, who was elected by acclamation—a good omen, everyone thought, for the success of the venture, for somehow, during the past half hour, Joe had become a symbol; the colony had found in this stray bird of the cormorant capitalist species, attaching itself so incongruously to their fortunes, its indispensable albatross.


  Was it to follow then that anyone could be admitted to Utopia—a thief, a blackmailer, a murderer? Why not, declared the purists, arguing for the life of risk and the precedent of the bishop’s candlesticks. Impossible, said the realists: the physical survival of the colony was more important than a mere demonstration of principle—a strong and self-confident Utopia could perhaps afford a murderer, but a Utopia not yet consolidated must defer this luxury until a later date. Fortunately, perhaps, the point remained academic. No murderers or thieves applied, only ordinary people of ordinary B plus morality, people whose crimes that is, had been confined to an intimate circle, and who had never injured anybody but a close friend, a relation, a wife, a husband, themselves. There were no saints in Utopia, and none who believed themselves saintly. The only saint with whom the colonists were personally acquainted had disappeared in a darkened city of Europe and was believed by the American consul to be, very probably, dead.


  To members of the purist faction, the absence of this man was terrible, for it was from him, an Italian anarchist in possession of his first papers, a veteran of the Spanish war and of Vichy’s prisons, a lover of Plato and Tolstoy, a short pink-and-black man with a monk’s tonsure of baldness and a monk’s barrel chest, that they had learned certain notions of justice, freedom, and sociability which now, long after he had left them, they were endeavoring to illustrate in action. The realistic party, on the other hand, while sympathizing vividly with his American wife (far more indeed than the purists, who thought principally of the loss to themselves) and urging attention to the case upon various acquaintances in the State Department, regarded the absence of the Founder as, on the whole, a blessing. They feared, above everything else, that Utopia, like Oneida, Brook Farm, and the phalansteries, would make itself a laughing-stock by the advocacy of extreme ideas. To them Utopia was justified on sheerly practical grounds, as a retreat from atomic warfare, a summer-vacation colony, a novelty in personal relations; and though in their hearts they too hoped for some millennial outcome of the experiment, for the reign of justice and happiness, they shrank from a definition of the colony which committed them to any positive belief. Conspicuous goodness, like the Founder’s, filled them with uneasy embarrassment; they looked upon it as a form of simple-mindedness on a par with vegetarianism, and would have refused admission to Heaven on the ground that it was full of greenhorns and cranks.


  That the purists had different ideas about Utopia, the realists were well aware, and well aware too that there existed in the other faction certain plans for their moral transformation in which they had not been included. That the other side was banking on the isolation of the mountain-top, the soft influences of Nature, the gentle admonitions of example, to bring out the best in them, they had seen from the beginning. But they had no intention of being changed or improved, and they smiled among themselves at this childish conspiracy, which seemed to them the final proof of their opponents’ naïveté. The prospect of remaining unregenerate and defeating the purists’ hopes excited in them a mood of zestful anticipation; it gave salt to the whole project, which otherwise they would have found insipid.


  The dark features of Will Taub, leader of the realist party, had contorted into an expression of malicious triumph when he heard that a lady purist had lightly pronounced him “salvageable.” “Idiots!” he thunderously proclaimed, pounding his fist on his coffee-table, upsetting a highball over the manuscript of a rather proprietary article on Tocqueville which he was preparing for the press. Up to this moment, he had been uncertain as to whether or not to blacklist Utopia, and his visitor, in fact, had relied on the bit of gossip to goad him into a decision, for, like many other spiteful people who infested Bohemian circles during that era, the busybody now seated on Taub’s sofa was actively campaigning against the formation of a colony which threatened no interest of his and was wholly pacific and benevolent, so that long before Utopia had crystallized, an anti-Utopian movement of the most definite character existed, and men and women were calling on their friends, trying to dissuade them from the project, against which their only conceivable grudge was the fear of not being invited, and giving more time and energy to this cause than they had ever been able to summon up for the fight say, against fascism or Stalinism. In the case of Will Taub, however, the visitor had made an error. He was not sufficiently versed in his host’s ingenious psychology to guess that the slug which he had just inserted in the mechanism would hit the jackpot, but in a manner quite unexpected. “Salvage,” Taub softly exclaimed. “I’d like to see that,” and he gave the peculiar short harsh laugh that was indicative of his polemical humor. “We’ll go,” he abruptly announced, tapping his wife familiarly on the shoulder, as if to apprise her that a show was about to begin into which he had privately written a sardonic star part for himself. His wife, inured to surprises, merely raised her penciled eyebrows. Taub’s imagination continued to work. “What fools they’ll make of themselves. It will be marvelous,” he cried, nudging his visitor this time, and rolling slightly on the sofa. The tip of his tongue fastened itself against his lower teeth, and the center broadened and protruded in a truly malignant fashion as he emitted another grating laugh, vainglorious and taunting. “A-a-ah,” he exclaimed, and the visitor, half-forgotten, felt embarrassed and even slightly frightened by the directness of this hostility. “It was quite strange,” he later declared. “He positively stuck his tongue out. Do you think I was wrong to tell him? I feel quite alarmed for the Utopians.”


  Yet Will Taub in reality was not wholly displeased by the remark which had been repeated to him. Something shy and childlike in his nature felt obscurely flattered by the judgment. He and his whole party, to tell the truth, would have been glad to be redeemed or “salvaged,” if this could only be accomplished privately, and without the loss of that ideological supremacy which had become essential to their existence. As inheritors of “scientific” socialism, they based themselves on Marx and Engels, and though they had discarded the dialectic and the labor theory of value and repudiated with violence whatever historical process was going on behind the iron curtain, their whole sense of intellectual assurance rested on the fixed belief in the potency of history to settle questions of value. The failure of socialism in their time, the ascendancy of the new slave state were for them, therefore, an excruciating personal humiliation. To identify their survival with the arms of Western capitalism had been a natural step, but one which they took uneasily and with a certain semantic embarrassment—they showed far less constraint in characterizing the opponents of this policy as childish, unrealistic, unhistorical, etc., than in formulating a rhetoric of democratic ideals.


  They had accepted as their historic mission the awakening of the left to the dangers of Red totalitarianism, and this task, with the aid of actual developments, they had accomplished with credit, but history itself (surely their real enemy) had superseded them, taking matters into its own hands, while the ungrateful left had failed to reward them with the unquestioning trust and obedience which they felt to be the logical sequel, and kept demanding, in articles, book reviews and private conversation, that they produce new ideas or else yield place to their juniors. As they patiently searched out the pages of Marx and Engels for precedents for a policy of “critical support” to governments, others, more reckless than they, hurried on ahead of them to rediscover the blessings of capitalism; still others remained obstinately true to the axioms of the socialist textbook—protection for minorities, opposition to wars and governments—and a third group, most recusant, tried to reject the whole of materialist doctrine and either to embrace religion or to assert, in small groups outside the main current, man’s power to dwell in relative harmony and justice. In most of these deviations, there was a common factor, an assumption of human freedom, which the realistic party felt it its duty to combat.


  In practice, of course, Taub and his friends conceded to anyone (this automatically excluded fascists and communists) the liberty of behaving as ineffectually as he wished. But the right of a human being to think that he could resist history, environment, class structure, psychic conditioning was something they denied him with all the ferocity of their own pent-up natures and disappointed hopes. The idea that there was a loophole by which others were escaping while they themselves played trustees to the law of cause and effect drove them to a fury that they could hardly rationalize. Thus they were at once the victims and the masters of a doctrine of inevitability. The dictators of a diminishing circle of literary and political thinkers, they maintained the habit of authority by a subservience to events, demonstrating irrefutably that an occurrence that had already happened could not have happened otherwise and translating this security into predictions of the future. They had been for some time more or less inactive politically, and their materialism had hardened into a railing cynicism, yet they still retained from their Leninist days, along with the conception of history as arbiter, a notion of themselves as a revolutionary élite whose correctness in political theory allowed them the widest latitude in personal practice. The misdeeds which they obstinately defended against the attacks of “morality” were, as a matter of fact, of the most trivial and commonplace character, quite lacking in social élan, yet the faction was committed to these failings as if to a higher principle. They could not repent them, though repentance might have afforded relief, and they could not embark openly upon a new course of conduct, lest their whole past, in this light, appear unjustified. They were thus in a desperate situation, for their position, while unassailable from without, offered no egress either. They had grown to dislike criticism so heartily that even self-criticism struck them as a form of lèse-majesté; with crushing arguments, they refused the inner voice before it had finished speaking. This did not prevent them from feeling dissatisfied and unhappy, maligned and misunderstood; it only increased their sense of being surrounded by hostile forces. Time and age also, they felt, were conspiring to make them ridiculous; in business, once they had entrenched themselves in sinecures with an air of majestic astuteness, they soon found themselves discomfited precisely by their “executive” leisure and feared, above everything else, the eyes of their hard-working subordinates which seemed to be calculating their deficit on some impersonal adding machine.


  The necessity of going to an office, indeed, had become a source of genuine grievance with them. They felt positively imposed upon by the fact of an exploited class through whose room they were obliged to pass going and coming from lunch, arriving late on Mondays and leaving for the week-end on Thursdays. They were short and harsh with the typists, rude to the telephone girls; they slipped in and out without saying good day, found querulous fault with their secretaries, and beefed confidentially to them about the onerousness of the work. The more unpopular they knew themselves, the more they felt called upon to exercise—as a declaration of freedom—those very prerogatives which were the cause of resentment. All of this was quite at variance with their private characters, which were expansive and easy-going, if somewhat inclined to sloth. As realists, however, they were in no position to assert that the office self they presented, made up as it was simply of actions, was false to the inner picture. These tribulations had decidedly soured their tempers, and the compromises they had made in adjusting themselves to the “realities” of capitalism appeared to them sometimes in the light of a supreme sacrifice, a sacrifice quite unappreciated by Macdermott and his circle of irresponsible moralists, toward whom despite nominal friendship they felt a slow and vengeful anger like the rancor of the veteran toward the artful draft dodger.


  Thus their wish to see Utopia fail was sincere and even righteous; they looked forward to its debacle with a true Old Testament fervor and were prepared to go down themselves, like Samson with the temple of the Philistines, in vindication of the reality principle which remained the sole justification of their otherwise miscalculated lives. At the same time, they wished to do nothing to provoke the disaster which they foresaw; a sense of fair play, a feeling for scientific method which made them look on Utopia as an experiment which must be conducted under rigidly controlled conditions in order that the outcome they predicted should appear as the inevitable result, resolved them to give the colony the benefit of the doubt, to behave toward it peaceably and co-operatively, and not get the name of obstructionists. The very caution of this reasoning edged the door ajar to salvation, but only the purists discerned this and rejoiced at their opponents’ error. The point eluded Will Taub, who had persuaded himself that he was entering Utopia in a spirit of adamant scepticism, and had stipulated nothing more than to be on his good behavior at the preliminary council meetings. That this formula represented for him at that moment the zenith of ethical strivings, he was not aware, but sometimes, during a council meeting, shooting a suspicious glance at the demure and earnest face of one of his allies, Taub could not be sure that he was not the dupe and that his whole faction had not bamboozled him and gone over to the purist side. And even in himself he discovered a certain mood of armistice which confirmed his alarms and which at the same time was not displeasing to him—a sense of generosity and of the protocol of forbearance. He participated in the forms of equity with increasing confidence, and though of course he did not take any of it seriously, his heavy and rather lowering nature performed the unaccustomed libertarian movements with a feeling of real sprightliness and wondering self-admiration, as if he had been learning to dance. He did not encourage his wife to attend these council-meetings and, coming home in the evenings, spoke of what had passed with a brief snort of disparagement; from this she was able to perceive that his emotions had become involved.


  


  On the day set for the great migration, therefore, the Utopian prospect looked brighter than an outsider might have supposed. The party of mechanized pilgrims guiding their family cars up the rutted road to Utopia was by no means entirely composed of the two factions, but included an assortment of persons of diffuse and uncommitted good will, two editors of a national news weekly, a Latinist teacher of boys who practised a Benedictine Catholicism, an unemployed veteran of the Second World War, a girl student, a Protestant clergyman, a trade union publicist, several New York high-school teachers, an alcoholic woman illustrator, an unmarried private secretary who would organize games for the children, a middle-aged poet who had once been a Southern agrarian, an actor and a radio script-writer whom no one could remember voting for. All these, together with their husbands and wives, made up the Utopian center, voting sometimes with the realists and sometimes with the purists, inclining, naturally enough, a little to the purist side (otherwise they would hardly have been there) but siding with the realists on several important issues, the exclusion, for instance, of communists from the membership, an issue which had temporarily created a new alignment of forces, the Latinist, the radio writer, the clergyman, and the ex-agrarian backing up the realists, to everyone’s surprise, while the two magazine editors, who had their own brand of realism, the horse-sense, let’s-look-at-the-facts-boys, indigenous American type, had spoken out very strongly on the purist side.


  “Cross your bridges when you come to them,” handsome editor Haines had advised. “Don’t commit yourself unless you have to. Let’s see how we feel when a Commie wants in.” This argument and, above all, Jim Haines’s seasoned and sagacious manner of unfolding it convinced the colony of the practical wisdom of following his prescription. The purists believed they had won, and the middle-of-the-roaders were content that the colony should keep its principles at least until the moment when it became necessary to apply them, a moment that seemed remote, since any communists who were not in the hands of the authorities were, according to common knowledge, infiltrating the subterranean armament factories, drilling subversively in the training-camps, or enrolled in America Last, an anti-war organization so reactionary that it had not yet been certified as disloyal.


  Utopia was too small a movement—it comprised only fifty persons—to serve the communist interest by obstructing the national war drive. It had hopes of extending its influence by inspiring other persons to form oases of their own in the contemporary desert, but the flag of secession it raised was no Fort Sumter. It had been investigated by the Attorney General as a possible communist front group (one of its enemies having denounced it as “objectively” giving aid to communism), but the case against it had been dropped, since the worst that could be said against it was that most of its membership had been guilty of “premature” anti-Stalinism. Pacifism had not yet been made a crime, providing that the pacifist was above the age to bear arms or suffered from some physical disability. The Administration was doing its best to preserve some vestiges of civil liberties (it was badly in need of war aims), and it could point to its toleration of Utopia with patriotic complacency. Moreover, the Home Defense Authority had been urging decentralization as an anti-air raid measure; it was not against the law for a group of people to move together to the country; the Utopians could not even be said to be violating a zoning ordinance. The men and women of the colony had registered with their draft boards as agricultural workers; the children were too young to qualify for the service; there was not a doctor or a scientist among the colonists; all of them, in fact, were quite “unnecessary” people, even Will Taub, who had offered himself to the State Department as an expert on communist strategy, only to endure the scrutiny of a pair of plainclothes detectives, to have his wires tapped and his tax-returns opened to question, and to be told in the end that his arsenal of ideas was rusty, since he had lost contact with the Party at the time of the Spanish Civil War.


  Up to the last minute, the colonists found it impossible to believe that society was going to let them depart with so little molestation, as if to say, “Go in peace.” The realists suspected a trap, and the more intransigent members asked themselves what Monteverdi, the Founder, would have said if he could have seen that cavalcade of cars, well stocked with whisky, cans, and contraceptives, winding up the mountain of Nowhere with their papers in perfect order—doubtless, he would have smiled but they could hardly smile for him, and the evocation of his fate cast, for those who had loved him, a shadow on the Utopian hillside, comparable to the shadow of Calvary upon the militant Church. Reviewing their actions, however, in the light of the ideas of the Founder, they could find no real cause for self-reproach. Throughout, in every decision, they had respected the idea of limit, which seemed to them in retrospect the very definition of his thought. Agreeing, in principle, that the machine was to be distrusted, they had nevertheless voted to use in their experiment the bicycle, the carpet-sweeper, and the sewing-machine, any machine, in fact, to which a man contributed his own proportionate share of exertion and which tired him like the plough or the hoe. The bath, the flush toilet, all forms of plumbing they tolerated, but they opposed, at least for the time being, the installation of an electric power-plant, proposing to cook by wood and read in the evenings by oil, and to avail themselves of an old ice-house they had found on the property they were buying to solve the very stubborn problem of refrigeration. To their traveling by automobile, Monteverdi could have raised no objection (the trip had to be made somehow), and accused of inconsistency by their enemies, they could argue that they looked upon the family car as Lenin in 1917 looked upon the sealed car offered him by the German State to reach insurrectionary Petersburg—as a vehicle to the future appropriated from the past, the negation of a negation.


  Everything could be explained—the whisky, the contraceptives, the collection of summer fashions being imported by a lady purist—for it was a by-law of this unique Utopia that every member be allowed to bring whatever was necessary to his happiness: he defined himself freely by his choices and could not allege social conformity as an excuse for his personal passions. And out of those loaded automobiles began to come a variety of definitions of happiness: happiness as ornament, happiness as utility, happiness as oblivion, happiness as squalor, happiness in a small suitcase, happiness in giving (Joe Lockman’s Cadillac carried presents for every family), in a French casserole or a sterilizer, a kiddie-coop or a gold evening dress, Spanish shawls, books, pictures, batik hangings, porch furniture, blue jeans, garden tools, carpentry sets, a single tennis racket forever to go unpartnered, a Greek dictionary, Homer and Plato, Elizabethan songs; happiness even arrived, somewhat later, in a moving van carrying two grand pianos and a Chinese Chippendale sideboard.


  To Susan Hapgood, a young novelist, walking on the central lawn with Will Taub, her literary adviser, the scene of the unpacking had all the charms of fiction. Loving only books and conversation, she had already disposed of her small effects in the quarter-cottage allotted to her, and was taking her second pleasure in the expansive company of Taub, who strolled up and down, hands behind his back, surveying the effects of his colleagues with undisguised wonder. A transparent air of proprietorship emanated from his whole person; to his fellow-colonists he suggested a summer hotel manager, with his large, city feet clad in new white shoes which creaked even on the grass and betrayed his every movement, a hotel manager, however, in whom curiosity had mastered discretion and who, like an ingenuous bell-boy, could not refrain from comment on the objects, so foreign to his experience, so peculiar in shape and mysterious in utility, on which other persons had obviously placed value. Susan, running along beside him, was experiencing emotions of a different order. Her blue eyes widened and her small mouth emitted sharp cries of literary admiration as each article, when unpacked, added an inspired touch to the characterization of its owner, as though all these domestic details had been endowed with the faculty of surprising convincingly by an Author supremely clever. Who would have thought that the Latinist possessed a pair of boxing gloves? Or that Macdermott was inseparable from a snoreball? (Susan was a generous critic.)


  “Why, it’s just like going to a fire,” she exclaimed in her plain, small-town voice, whose commonplace timbre delighted the ears of her Eastern friends and made them treat her with protective tenderness, like a fresh farm egg delivered to their kitchens. “You sit across the street and watch the family’s belongings carried out to the lawn by the fire department,” she added, perceiving Taub’s doubtful expression. “That must be marvelous,” he cried, as he rolled the possibilities of this appreciatively over the tongue of his fancy. Facts of any kind, oddities, lore, local history intoxicated the mind of this realist, whose own experience had been strangely narrow—a half-forgotten childhood in the Carpathian mountains, immigration, city streets, the Movement, Bohemian women, the anti-Movement, downtown bars, argument, discussion, subways, newsstands, the office. This was all he knew of the world; the rest was hearsay, upon which his materialist imagination was continually at play, building on straws of report vast structures of conjecture and speculation. He was a theorist faute de mieux, for what really interested him was information and the magical properties it contained for the armchair subjugation of experience. People’s ideas bored him, once he had placed them in his atlas; he was a politician even with thought, keeping an eye on the various developments in literature and the arts in the manner of a chief of State who has some subordinate read aloud to him the editorials in the opposition newspapers and cuts him off impatiently, after a few sentences, when the tendency of the article is clear to him.


  Susan, now, would have been glad to turn away; her conscience was already punishing her for the sin of inordinate curiosity; she felt she had seen too much. But Taub found himself utterly captivated by the spectacle of his fellow-colonists’ worldly goods spread out on the grass for his inspection. He would have liked to finger them candidly, like some child with a naturalistic bent who sees no harm in the impulse which his elders are always correcting. “Come away,” Susan kept repeating. “Let’s go help Cynthia unpack.” She began to tug at his arm, and Taub reluctantly yielded, as the others started glancing their way. Wariness returned to him; he buttoned his face hastily as if correcting a negligence in his dress. Concealment was second nature to him (though he had nothing to hide): he liked confidences, closed rooms, low voices; his eyelids were normally drooped and his gaze darted out between them, following events narrowly, like a watcher behind shutters. He felt annoyed now with Susan for the demonstrativeness of her manners, but this did not really darken the mood of almost sententious satisfaction he felt in the afternoon’s doings. He had found out many things he had not known before; further possibilities still opened; there was much to be learned. A part of his antipathy toward the colony had sprung simply from the fear of boredom—Macdermott and a pack of schoolteachers and religious types, what had they got to say to him that he had not heard before? He could read it all in Macdermott’s magazines, in a series called New Roads, without paying rent on a cottage and being put to work on the land. He had forgotten the perennial fascination exercised over him by behaviour. The tree of life, he said to himself, quoting Hegel, is greener than the tree of thought. (His eye caught the girl-student sitting cross-legged in front of her cottage and ingested her long legs; Susan watched them move bulgingly down the tract of his appreciation, like a snake’s dinner, to join the Jacksons’ English bicycles and the breasts of the minister’s wife.)


  It is not only, Taub reflected as they passed on and his mood grew more and more serene, that life is more fertile than the brain: we applaud Nature when she repeats herself, while we do not forgive this in a speaker. The capacity of personality to run true to form, of a plant to reproduce its characteristics, is a source of joy to the intelligence. If Macdermott tells me that violence is wrong, I wait for him to say something new, but if every carton in his second-hand car repeats the label, Economy Size, I am obviously delighted. Here Taub frowned and abandoned the line of thought, for the Scotch joke had reminded him of the fact that he was Jewish, a painful subject with him, the source of much unhappiness, unguessed at by his friends, who did not know that they wounded his pride every time they mentioned the word Jew, or described some instance of anti-Semitism, which cut him to the heart. A kind of helplessness came over him when he became conscious of his Jewishness, a thing about himself which he was powerless to alter and which seemed to reduce him therefore to a curious dependency on the given. He was not a defiant Jew or even a rebellious one. At such moments, he felt himself to be a mere mass of protoplasmic jelly, deposited by the genes of his parents, which could only quiver feebly in response to a stimulus that society sent through him like an electric current. He began suddenly, as he always did on these occasions, to long for his wife, a Gentile woman who alone understood what he suffered on this score, and who had never, during all their years together, alluded to it unsolicited. For this tact he felt a gratitude toward her that was mingled with surprise and reverence. She held a unique place in his heart, though he consulted her convenience seldom, was brusque and out-of-sorts with her when she tried to think about social problems. A reserved girl who designed clothes, she spoke very little at parties, and many rivals had been encouraged to hope by her silence and apparent coldness. What they did not perceive was that Taub trusted her without reserve; he had put his Jewishness into her Gentile hands and she had never used it against him. This trust meant more to him, a political man, than all the allurements of her competitors. He could rely on her absolutely, in the manner of those antique sovereigns who kept at their right hand a Gaul, a Greek, or an Egyptian, some scion of the traditional enemy, a slave, often, or a hostage, whose allegiance they felt the more sure of because it transcended the bounds of custom and thereby partook of the improbable—generally, in their histories, the stranger has let pass an opportunity to kill the tyrant, and the tyrant has been stirred, in the very depths of his self-love, by the gratuitousness of this fealty. The romance of Cyrus and Xenophon, of Caesar and Diviciacus the Haeduan, of the Doge of Venice and Othello, were recapitulated in the Taub marriage, which naturally was childless. All Taub’s paternal feelings (and he was at bottom a fatherly man) spent themselves on the fact of his foyer, which was sanctified for him, like a child. He marveled clumsily over table-settings and sofas, as a father does over the feats of a baby, and felt toward his furnishings even that doubt and apprehension experienced by the head of the household toward the nursery routines of the infant (did his wife really know what she was doing?—it had not been that way in his childhood).


  Something of this watchful benevolence, now, he transferred to the whole colony. Standing alone on the peak (he had dropped Susan at her cottage several minutes before) listening to the evening sounds, the cries of the children being fed, the wood being chopped for the stoves, he laughed aloud to himself in sheer victorious contentment. His mind explored sensuously the realm of possibility that lay outstretched at his feet: across the valley, a herd was grazing on a knoll; smoke came from the chimney of a farmhouse; fences, the barking of a dog, a ploughed field cut neatly into sections gave a sense of the human scale, reduced by distance to miniature, like a toy agricultural set; while far off, through the cleft of the valley, ranges and ranges of mountains, bare, grand, and purple, topped one another just distinguishably and disappeared finally into the horizon, carrying the vision outward into apocalyptic space. All this Taub’s eye appropriated; his soul enlarged to its measure, as he stood outlined against the sky, Balboa claiming for his orthodoxy the whole mode of the pacific—he felt like Utopia’s discoverer and an impresario to Nature.


  This Te Deum swelling in Taub’s heart reverberated throughout the colony. The membership was tranquilly a-hum in the abandoned summer resort, a three-story hotel with cottages done in the Swiss chalet style which had failed many years before, during the First World War, been half renovated in the late thirties and left to stand as it was, when gas-rationing and the shortage of food condemned it for summer-vacationing and the seashore replaced the mountains as the American playground. Beds, chairs, lamps, washstands, screens, of the era of the resort’s short popularity, remained in their places; flour and meal and sugarbins, iron and granite-ware pots, flame-toasters and waffle-irons stood ready to hand in the big kitchen; rusted irons in the laundry challenged the more adventurous women to clean them and heat them on the stove. It was as if the hotel and its furnishings had been arrested at the magical moment of the average birth-date of the colonists nearly forty years before, and arrested also, conveniently, at the stage of mechanization to which the colonists wished to return. A whole system of life stood waiting to be resumed, a point which had persuaded the realists to submit to the purists’ ideology, particularly since the drafting of labor and the scarcity of materials, owing to the oncoming war, put large-scale modernization in any case out of the question. And the realists too, of both tendencies, were not insensitive to the charm of the fresh start, so aptly symbolized in the old hotel and its appliances, which took them back to the age of their innocence, to the dawn of memory, and the archaic figures of Father and Mother. Here, for the moment, it seemed to all of them that it was possible to begin over again from the beginning and correct the small error that was responsible for the vast confusion, like the single mistake made at any early stage in a mathematical calculation which accounts for a difference of billions in the final answer.


  It was not, as their enemies alleged, that the colonists desired to turn the clock back once and for all; it pleased them, rather, to set it at the moment of their entrance onto the human scene, clean it, and start it going again. They might have set it earlier or later—the Catholic scholar, for example, would have preferred, at least in theory, to go back before Copernicus, and the long-legged girl student imagined that the first Roosevelt Administration had been the high point of human achievement. To some, the errors to be rectified were largely of a personal nature: Ed Jackson, drinking from the spring, stepping deep into wild forget-me-nots, recovered a lost sensation, the pure, keen thirst of his boyhood, and knew that reform was still possible if water could give him such a kick. To others, it was not so much their own sins, but the burden of social error that seemed to drop from their shoulders—Versailles, Spain, Munich, Yalta, the failure of the socialist movement, all these massive objective factors with which they had had to contend in a struggle increasingly hopeless, the dead weight of decisions taken in the world capitals which had the power of changing their lives without being changed by them, decisions which rested not on the popular will but on the resignation of a public which, despite the ballot-box, looked upon wars and social catastrophes as the medieval peasant looked upon cholera and earthquake, as manifestations of fatality, afflictions from the Beyond. Here, at any rate, the premises of action were the colonists’ own; here the mistakes of Kautsky, Lenin, Wilson, Chamberlain, Roosevelt, Attlee, Truman, Dewey, not to mention the crimes of Hitler, Stalin, Franco, Mussolini, were not, so to speak, dealt out to them as the cards they were forced to play with, or else get out of the game. They shuffled their own deck, and even the realists, who saw the doom of the venture in some practical joker they called “human nature,” expected this joker to assert itself in the behavior of the colonists themselves and not somewhere outside them, in the inscrutable order of things.


  The recovery, if only in token, of a world small and self-contained, had, that first night, an exhilarating effect, and the presence of very obvious difficulties of a practical sort only enlivened the membership to meet and answer the challenge. The committee in charge of housing had been prepared for a great many complaints; it received nothing but praise. To many of the members, the discovery that they could do without their comforts came as a delightful surprise, as though the material objects which had been subtracted from their bodies were added, by way of compensation, to their moral girth. For a majority, material life in the real world had been easy, relatively speaking, and mental life hard; the reversal of this relation gave birth to a sense of resourcefulness long missing from their spirits. The limits of their mental capacities they knew all too well. They had yet to find the limits of their physical powers, but the disclosure that he could trim a wick, say, was an almost overwhelming experience for a man who had felt sick with fear whenever the electric company wrote him that the power would be turned off if the bill were not paid by the fifteenth. Independent action became, for the first time that night, something more than a phrase; the most impetuous spirits went racing ahead in their talk to a moment when the colony would produce not only its own eggs, milk, butter, cheese, hams, vegetables and bacon, but furniture, shoes, and clothing. The idea that for certain things—oil, paper, medicines—they would always be beholden to society nearly brought tears to their eyes, as it collided sharply with their fancy, though they had faced it calmly enough back there in the city, where any improvement in their condition seemed almost too much to ask for. A complete break with the present was already being envisioned in some quarters before the first egg had been laid, and one purist, going for milk, was arguing with another the propriety of their action, since according to the by-laws a herd should have been delivered on the day of their arrival—a firm line must be taken or they would soon be buying store-bread at the filling-station down below.


  Joe Lockman was the only one in the group to be genuinely disturbed by the regression, as he thought of it, to an age of inconvenience. He was an old hand at roughing it—that was not the trouble. Just to show the stuff he was made of, he had spent the whole afternoon with his scythe, subduing the Utopian hillside, working at top speed and with no variation of pace, leaving havoc behind him and alarm in the minds of his colleagues, who did not understand the motive for such a wholesale act of destruction. The signs of industry in his fellows—a man mowing the lawn and another putting up a hammock; a husband driving in clothes-poles and a wife hanging curtains in her window—he had watched with favor, interrupting his work to come down and give a word of advice (“Just let me have that lawn-mower a minute, young man, and I’ll show you how to do it”). Something, nevertheless, in the prevailing attitude did not smell right to him. It struck him that the colonists were virtually playing house. It made him quite uneasy to see those old lyre-backed wicker chairs dragged out so joyfully onto the lawn; he remembered them perfectly from his youth and regretted not having brought his foam-rubber glider from Belmont, brand-new last autumn and a thousand times more comfortable. All those oohs and ahs over the woodstoves and the waffle-irons sounded forced in his ears—could anyone honestly mean them? His wife hated cooking and would never adjust herself to using those clumsy old devices. Ever since the Second War, they had been doing without a regular maid; she seemed to prefer it that way, now that the children’s rooms were empty, just the two of them alone in the house. She liked bakery cakes, ready mixes, redispreads, rolls from the delicatessen; she often had him stop at the S. S. Pierce cold meat counter or the Home Foods department at Schrafft’s on Tremont Street to bring in something for supper. A nice little steak or some chops she did not mind doing, and Sundays, if she had to, if the parents were coming to dinner, she would put her roast in a self-basting pan, set the thermometer on the oven, and go upstairs to lie down. He knew Eva’s habits very well, and he could see that she was not going to get along at all with these younger women ecstasizing over bread tins and butter churns.


  Eva’s objections, however, were not the paramount question. Guessing how things would be, he had left an order with S. S. Pierce to send them a weekly food package—canned fruit, hams, hard salamis, smoked salmon, sandwich mixes, and a bottle or two of sparkling burgundy to be slipped in by a friendly clerk. His wife’s niceties and nerves, her hostilities and resistance to change he had jollied along for years; he almost loved them in her, identifying them with the womanly; he thought her more fastidious than himself and her aversion to the outdoors, he took for a mark of superiority, like her linen pumps and her nylons and her bad times of the month. That Eva would be out of her element here, he had accepted from the start; only the imminent war had made her consent to accompany him; and he was grateful enough for her presence to resign himself to her disapproval, though even now, despite thirty years of experience, he would not quite part with the hope (which he chided in himself as treasonable) that the caustic little queen of his household could become the comrade of his pleasures. But an allegiance even more profound than what he owed his wife’s happiness was being shaken by the behavior of the Utopians. His loyalty to the modern was challenged.


  The modern, with Joe, was a true passion and a cause, something more than a painter’s convention or a designer’s style. A great personal sincerity invested his feelings on this subject, for he was already a modern painter before he discovered the modern movement; the few lessons he had had in a business man’s art club in Boston had taught him only what he now called “a sterile academicism”—he had had to work out his idiom alone in his own backyard. The coincidence between his own efforts and the paintings of the School of Paris, pointed out to him finally by his amazed children, convinced him of the authenticity of the revelation he had had. Under the influence of a teacher who gave lessons in art by correspondence, he came quickly to believe that the modern was some sort of duty laid on every man who had heard its call, a system of knowledge and perception equivalent to revealed religion—and for all those born too early to receive its message, for Raphael and Shakespeare, he felt a kind of pity like that of the pious Christian for the deprived souls of the ancients, who died too soon to get the benefit of the Redemption. The routines of factory and family life, much as he respected them, had long impeded his progress in spontaneous self-expression, so that the summons to Utopia, when it came, had reached him like an awaited signal. When his son felt it necessary to warn him that the colonists held advanced opinions, Joe at once prepared himself for a rigorous testing of his convictions in the crucible of practice. He had flexed his will for cabins built like iceboxes, steel chairs or none, a long communal table in the shape of a streak of lightning, people reciting poems and wearing eccentric costumes, free love even, and the children running about naked.


  Nothing could have been better calculated to disturb his preconceptions than the 1910 summer hotel into which he found himself moving his drawing board. Of all periods in American history, the age of Taft made the least appeal to his imagination; he remembered it too well for it to hold for him any charm or mystery. Progress, in fact, to his mind, was measured against that era. Electric light, radio, television, labor-saving devices for the housewife, the abolition of piece-work, the tractor, all the benefits to mankind that had been developed within his memory, seemed to him to have ameliorated beyond estimate the life of the average person; and though he believed that there had been some tendency to substitute mechanical pleasure for living (a favorite doctrine with him), to depend too uncreatively on the juke-box, the movies, and the automobile, he considered this merely a misapplication of inventions basically good. He knew that he himself could set off tomorrow with a bowie-knife and a compass and forge out a life for himself, should atomic raids oblige it, but he was too chivalrous to dream of this as a solution for the problems of mankind in general (what would become of poor Eva?), and the idea that the splitting of the atom was in any way evil in itself had never entered his mind. The derogation of technology that was going on all around him was something strange to his ears; it struck him as slightly blasphemous, and he hoped that his wife would not hear it. The notion, moreover, that the past thirty-five years, the whole of his adult life, had been misspent by society, a notion that seemed to be current on the lawn, in the kitchen, in the lounge, filled him with consternation. He felt disillusioned with the colonists and did not know what to think.


  On the porch, waiting for Eva to call him to supper (irregular meals were bad for a diabetic condition), he experienced a sudden antagonism to Macdougal Macdermott, who sat laughing over a yellowed newspaper with a picture of a doughboy on the front page. Joe himself had fought in that war; indeed, his manhood had been seasoned in it—today, in his son’s old fatigue uniform, rolled up in the legs, with his slightly belligerent stance, he looked the veteran still, though grey and almost visibly aging, as though time were galloping through him like a horse racing to the finish. Amour propre urged him to insist that the first war had been necessary (he was not so sure about the second, in which his son had been wounded—Hitler, he thought now, should have been stopped in the Rhineland), but his positiveness was shaken by a sense that the bearded man’s self-assured laughter proceeded from obvious certainties to which only he was a stranger. He felt hurt, in his memories, the most defenseless part, and, unable to digest an emotion except through the catharsis of action, cast about for a way of making this clear to the others. A brace of partridge rising from the hill suggested the material for an object-lesson, a form of admonition which had never failed him with his children or his salesmen. “Get them laughing, get them thinking,” he quoted, and went up to his room for his gun. In a few moments the party on the verandah saw him emerge onto the lawn, shoulder arms comically, and march off in drill-step singing “Over There.” “What’s up?” ejaculated Macdermott, interrupting himself briefly to cast a baffled glance at the manufacturer. A fellow-intellectual shrugged. “Good hunting, Mr. Lockman!” trilled an oblivious voice from an upstairs window, serene in its malentendu. The rebuke had missed fire; no one had caught his meaning; and, half-puzzled, half-dismayed, Joe, still in march-time, his thin-skinned face knotted in conflict, vanished into the trees.


  Up above, in the meadow, flushing the long grasses for game, he came upon Will Taub, still standing on the peak. Joe had no way of knowing that the soul of the realist chieftain was in a delicate condition, enceinte with a new man. He had observed him down on the lawn and marked him with a foreman’s eye, being as yet too much of a novice in intellectual circles to distinguish conversation as an authorized branch of labor. Idleness actually frightened him; he could not behave normally in its presence. He was tired himself now, though he did not admit it, and the sight of the able-bodied man young enough to be his son (here Joe was mistaken; there was only ten years difference in their ages) taking it easy on the summit brought on in him one of those fits of nervousness that another’s inactivity always produced in him. He felt an impulse, not so much to chide Taub, as to do something to get him moving. He knew very well that he ought not to interfere; the man was a stranger to him—“Remember, you are not at home,” Eva had warned him already; “don’t be too familiar; these people don’t know you, Joe.” But the same fatality that made him drop a pot-lid in the kitchen at seven o’clock in the morning when he had promised to be quiet and was moving about on tip-toe overrode him now. “Just a word to the wise,” he said to himself in extenuation. “Come on, Joe, let’s get the lead out of his pants.” “State Police reporting,” he announced in a loud voice, coming up from behind Taub and shouldering his shotgun playfully. “Work or the guardhouse!”


  Taub swung around with a start; his trembling hands jerked up hastily above his shoulders, as if by their own volition, in a gesture out of Keystone comedy which appeared both ludicrous and utterly natural, as though his whole life had been an apprehensive preparation for this summons. He stared woodenly at Joe, his mouth opening and closing. Joe broke into a laugh. “Gotcha,” he shouted, “brother. Say, boy, what’s wrong with your nerves?” But as Taub’s face began to relax, Joe saw from it what he had done. The sympathy he had ready for all sick and wounded creatures commenced at once to flow. “Oh,” he said impetuously, “I’m sorry.” He put out a hand to touch Taub’s shoulder. But he could not modulate to solicitude without a glissade of buffoonery. “Aw,” he exclaimed, mock-wheedling, kicking a foot in the dirt in imitation of an urchin, “I didn’t really scare ya, did I?” Getting no reply, he grew still more contrite and serious and spoke finally in a natural voice. “Forgive me,” he declared with a sigh. All this time, he was studying Taub’s face eagerly, hunching his neck and pressing his own unshaven face with the rimless glasses forward, like a woman pleading her cause and searching the features of her lover for some token or clue. The reality of this terror was patent enough, but he was concerned to find the reason behind it. Having injured Taub, he had no wish to think ill of him (contrary to general practice), and the idea that Will was naturally fearful could not therefore enter his mind. A thought finally dawned on him. “Shucks,” he exclaimed. “I ought to have known. You’re a radical.” Taub nodded dumbly, accepting this, almost with gratitude, as the most favorable explanation of his conduct. But as soon as it occurred to him that he was after all a radical (the premise of his career recalling itself like the features of a forgotten friend), a righteous anger took possession of him. The trampling hooves of the police horses, the night-sticks flailing about, tear gas, arrest without warrant, torture, tar-and-feathers, all the indignities he might have suffered for his beliefs came vividly before his eyes: for all Joe knew, he had undergone them in person, and Joe’s ignorance now of the real facts of his history allowed him to think quite sincerely that this hypothetical case was his own.


  “Ignorance is no excuse!” he yelled suddenly, turning on Joe and advancing a threatening step in his large white shoe. “What are you doing here?” He knew very well that this must be one of the colonists but chose to act as if no common tie could connect them—in this way he imagined that he was freed from the usual sanctions of behavior. Heedless of Joe’s expostulations, he brandished a fist in the air and bellowed, “Get out,” sternly. “No trespassing,” he added, carried away with his thoughts and pointing to an imaginary sign. “This is private property.”


  Joe’s face looked pained. “I guess introductions are in order,” he suggested with mild reproof. He was perfectly certain that Taub knew him for a Utopian; Taub’s eyes, seeking to avoid an act of recognition, kept sliding insecurely away from a meeting with Joe’s face, so that his very violence had an element of constraint and even dissimulation which Joe did not find sympathetic. Nevertheless, to save Taub embarrassment, he presented himself formally. Taub stared at him a moment, and then broke away without answering. He had placed Joe suddenly in his mind and remembered that it was Macdermott who had imposed him on the Utopian council. “Fools!” he muttered to himself as he strode off to his cottage. “Why did they bring him here? They must have been mad to think of it.” All his benignity had vanished; it seemed to him that the apparition of this clown was a part of a plot to deride and humiliate him in some fashion that was still obscure. His whole being felt outraged by what he had just gone through: practical jokes were anathema to him; they belonged to an order of things which defied his powers of anticipation, like children, birds, cows, water, snakes, lightning, Gentiles, and automobiles. The thought of associating with Joe over a period of months struck him as truly preposterous; he felt deeply offended with Macdermott for having taken it for granted that he could.


  His mood was somewhat bettered by an encounter with two of the purist children, who, having witnessed the scene on the peak, leapt out at him from behind some bushes, pointing make-believe guns at him and shouting, “State Police.” This time, at least he was not taken off his guard. Recognizing a young Macdermott, he tried a genial tone. “Well, little man,” he said, appropriating from some long-dead uncle this form of address, “what does your father think of your pointing guns at people?” “My father is a dope,” young Macdermott answered promptly, and Taub laughed aloud with pleasure at this echo of his own thoughts. “Ha, ha,” he said, “that’s good,” and he went off toward his cottage rehearsing the child’s phrase softly, well pleased with himself and the world. His own question and the boy’s answer seemed to him extremely witty: Susan disappointed him, when he stopped to tell her the story, by taking it too matter-of-factly (she had many nieces and nephews). “Poor Macdougal,” he elucidated, with a groan of half-genuine sympathy as he set himself in the ideologue’s shoes. “What a comedown for a pacifist! His own children call him a dope.”


  Yet this deathblow, as he felt it, to the pretensions of the Macdermott faction did not quite dispose of the anger evoked by the collision with Joe. He went to bed in a bad humor, having quarreled with his wife about the stove, and was awakened very early by the sound of shots outside. To get back to sleep was impossible. In the city, he would have dressed, gone out tieless onto the street, bought coffee and a paper and felt himself king of the morning, the news, and the sleeping Village. But here he could only toss and wait for the communal breakfast, which was to be served in the central building, at an hour he was powerless to advance. When he came out at last onto the lawn, wearing new work clothes which scratched him and cumbered the freedom of his gait, he found a small commotion. Off to one side in the clearing, Joe was doing target practice at an improvised rifle-range he had created by fixing some tin cans to locust-trees. The young veteran and the news editors had sauntered off to join him; others remained to watch, for the news had already got around that the oil stove was flooded and breakfast would be delayed. A good thirty, however, were gathered in the kitchen, where the cook of the day was sobbing, having burned off her bangs and eyebrows when she put a torch to the stove. She was laughing and crying at the same time, for while she prized her appearance (it was she who had brought the elaborate wardrobe), she had, so it happened, been Joe’s sponsor, together with her husband, and, recognizing her protégé’s hand in what had just befallen her, she was trying to treat the matter as lightly as possible.


  “What happened, Katy?” Taub inquired with real solicitude; an accident to another moved him to identification. “Him?” he conjectured softly, darting a serpentine glance in the direction of the clearing, and nodding his head profoundly as he felt his suspicion confirmed. “Joe?” she answered vaguely. “I suppose. He was trying to get his breakfast without asking anybody anything. I ought to have warned him not to touch the stove.” Katy Norell was aware that this forgivingness sat well on her, in lieu at least of eyebrows and hair, and she continued to repeat the explanation of just how it had happened to everyone who entered the room, until what had begun as sincere extenuation became, by asseveration, a kind of unpleasant accusal, since the latecomers would never have connected Joe with the accident if Katy had not told them exactly how he came to do it. Joe’s wife, Eva, in fact, tapping forward from the doorway on her small high heels, flung her a bitter look and absorbed herself very pointedly in a study of the stove’s mechanism, as if to suggest that the conviction rested on dubious testimony, and that this silent iron witness would tell a different story if it could. Young Preston Norell, observing this, put a cautionary finger on his wife’s bare elbow and nodded with his eyes toward Eva. Katy broke off in confusion. “Did my husband do that?” Eva demanded, facing her now directly, with a tone of impeachment. Katy blushed and hesitated. Everyone had turned toward her; there was an expectant silence in the kitchen as the colonists waited to see how this first crisis would be met. It was not a friendly atmosphere but one of suspended commitment. “Watch this!” said Taub’s eyes prophetically to Susan; at the door, someone hushed a member who demanded to know what was happening. The interest, for the spectators, centered on Katy’s character. With anyone else, it would have been a simple matter to say No or Yes and make an end of it, but the struggle she was having to pronounce a ready disclaimer was visible even through the soot on her expressive features. She did not dare to say Yes, though this was what nature urged on her, and she feared that a strong No would imply a previous lie. “It was only an accident,” she said finally, in a feeble and unveracious voice. “Somebody was careless and left the oil turned up without lighting the stove.”


  Preston Norell’s long fingers dropped from his wife’s arm, and he pushed his way out in disgust. For those words, only and somebody, he wished her in hell; he was sick and tired of a wife who could not bear to have people believe that she had flooded a stove which in fact she had not flooded. “Who cares!” he exclaimed aloud in a veritable frenzy of boredom. Katy’s vanity he did not object to; indeed, he found it entertaining, but the irresolute repetitiousness of her character, the perpetual see-saw between intention and execution, illustrated so banally in this incident, reminded him of his mother, a well-meaning woman whom he disliked. This produced in him the disagreeable sensation of having been born married, though in fact he had celebrated his second wedding anniversary only a few days before. A nomadic and restless temperament, he had felt a deep-going antipathy to Utopia and the suggestions of finality it conveyed: Katy had teased and persuaded—they must go and live for others, she insisted, in the same tone of pretty conviction with which she demonstrated the absolute necessity of a new dress or an apartment which his salary could not afford. As usual, he had allowed himself to be reconciled to a commitment which bound him more tightly—the freedom stressed in the manifesto seemed to him a very ethereal entity compared to the freedom of movement he renounced when they entered the gates. Now, the contretemps about the stove, the querulous morning mood of the colonists, the failure of breakfast to materialize, the lack of sportsmanship of his wife, combined to bring on an attack of the most violent claustrophobia—he struck off across the lawn, going he knew not where. His fury was out of all proportion to the cause that had provoked it; he had left his wallet in their cottage; he was dressed in shorts and sneakers; his job was gone and his apartment sublet to a war-worker: in an hour he might relent, but the need to be elsewhere was stronger than common sense. Someone called after him, but he paid no attention; the other colonists and the environs were included in his anger with Katy; he thought of Utopia simply as a place in which it would be impossible ever to escape from her, a multiplication of marriage or its projection into eternity.


  She was following him out now; he could hear her footsteps running behind him; she caught him just beyond the lawn, her face distorted with tears, which he could envision with perfect distinctness while keeping his eyes averted. “Forgive me,” she cried. “Forgive me!” Plainly, she was not going to pretend, as she sometimes did, not to know how she had offended; the others were watching curiously, and he perceived, with a certain savage satisfaction, that she felt she must deflect him from whatever course he was planning, before their rupture was public. “Go in and get the breakfast,” he said sternly, shaking his arm free. “Pull yourself together. You disgust me.”


  Her sobs instantly grew louder, and he threatened her with his eyes. Her condition awoke no pity in him; he had seen it too often before; at the same time, a certain politic instinct cautioned him not to drive her to a point where she could no longer control herself, for suddenly he was not sure how he wished this quarrel to end. Arrested in his trajectory he became conscious of the practical difficulties of leaving, and the humiliation she would suffer if he should do so moved him to compunction. Feeling nothing but distaste for her as she stood there before him, he nevertheless foresaw a state in which she would be pitiable, poor derelict thing, just as he remembered, without any particular interest, a moment when she had been lovable, only the night before. At bottom, he felt responsible for her, and it was the very strength of this feeling that made him detest her now. He remained silent therefore and waited for her sobs to cease, fixing her with a schoolmaster frown and tapping his foot impatiently. “Go back,” he commanded at length, when her breath began to come more easily. “If you will,” she stipulated childishly, but at the very suggestion of bargaining, all his hatred revived. “No,” he said, shaking his head rapidly several times, the blond hair gleaming in the sun. “Go.” “But you’ll come soon?” she persevered. He shrugged his shoulders in half-concession; he would promise nothing verbally.


  Katy started to walk slowly across the lawn. Having secured from Preston what she interpreted correctly as a guaranty of return, she began to consider the quarrel in quite a different light, to ask herself, first what account she should give of it to the other colonists, and, secondly, what apologies and admissions she could wring from him later in the day. The phrase, “You disgust me,” kept surging up to her oesophagus like something she had been forced to swallow but could not assimilate; if it were not retracted, she felt it would literally kill her. At the same time, she was aware of the folly of reopening the discussion; her husband, rearoused, was only too likely to repeat it. That this phrase might embody an actual truth of feeling elicited from her consciousness only a vague and irrelevant wonder: is it possible, she asked herself in a tone of disinterested curiosity, that he does not love me? And though she was in the habit of cross-examining him tenderly on this point (“Do you love me?”—“Yes,” “Perhaps,” “What do you think?”), she found, to her surprise, that the possibility of a negative answer did not really exist for her. “Nonsense,” she said to herself, “he must love me,” and the notion that he perhaps did not simply annoyed her with him, like some idle, neurotic fancy or an over-conscientious scruple. A nicety of feeling which could withdraw him from her in spirit, while he remained physically on the premises, exasperated, even as a hypothesis, everything practical and quotidian in her tenacious and self-centered character. “I would not forgive him for that,” she declared to herself precisely, forgetting that the offense she postulated placed him by definition beyond the reach of her disapproval. But the instant this difficulty became clear to her, and the psychic absence of her beloved appeared suddenly as real, as real as the death she feared for him whenever he left her side, the armies of her love rushed after him, to surrender and bring him back captive. To surrender and treat afterwards was Katy’s habitual strategy in love, but now, shaken by her husband’s words, by the presence of onlookers, by the fright she had just given herself, she made a great resolution: to resign herself to his condemnation as to an immutable fact of nature, to take it, that is, seriously. For a single moment, in the severe northern light, darkened by the long shadows on the mountains, she had a perception of life as a black chain of consequence, in which nothing was lost, forgot, forgiven, redeemed, in which the past was permanent and the present slipping away from her (contrary to her instinctive opinion, which was that the past could be altered and actions, like words, “taken back”). She nearly cried out with pain as this unconscionable truth bit into her, and she recognized that the events of the past half-hour were, literally, irrecoverable. Such powerlessness, guilt, and desolation she had known only in nightmares, and from those she had, naturally, awakened, a fact which had misled her into considering evil a dream. Here for the first time, this impulsive and ingenuous nature found itself alone in a cold and unresponsive climate in which to announce, “I have ruined your morning,” did not constitute a refutation of the truth that indeed she had.


  Accustomed to please, to smile, and court, and be petted, she felt the sensation of having given displeasure to forty-odd people as something so alien that she could hardly connect herself with it. That this had “had” to happen on the very first morning, when she, more than any of them, had wanted things to go well, she could only attribute to the malignant perversity of circumstance, and the pathos of the distance between her hopes and the reality received its final nuance when she presented herself in the kitchen, ready to take over, and found herself superseded, her menu set aside, and Eleanor Macdermott and Irene, the girl student, hurriedly making eggs and toast with silent, starched faces, as if in the presence of illness. With that instinctive tactlessness so common among educated people, they made no remark on her absence but simply became more busy. Lacking any fresh impetus she wandered vaguely over to where her big bowl of waffle batter stood untouched, like a pariah, precisely as she left it, except that the table around it had been very carefully wiped. “Would you like me to put it in the icebox?” Irene inquired, kindly, but with a manner decidedly mortuary, which suggested that this object revived associations too painful to be borne at the moment. Katy picked up the enamel spoon, which had been washed and aligned beside it, with that same hint of obsequies and ritual observance. “It’s too late?” she hazarded timidly, and the girl looked at her and sadly shrugged. She had studied Greek with Katy, and the humiliation of her teacher was painful for her to witness. “Much too late,” put in Mrs. Macdermott firmly. “They’re sitting down inside.” “Come,” said the girl gently, taking the spoon from her hand. “Come and eat.” Katy shook her head; her large brown eyes filled with tears. “I can’t face them,” she muttered.


  “Nonsense,” said the girl maternally. “It was not your fault, you know,” and indeed such was the impression that prevailed among the majority of the colonists, who believed that Preston had stamped off blaming her, unfairly, for the accident and the late breakfast, while a dissenting minority on the other hand, could not be swayed from its verdict, which was that she had flooded the stove herself and had been caught by her husband trying to pass the buck to Joe. The code of honor articulate in the colony was by no means so theatrical as Preston’s: Macdougal Macdermott, for example, would have given a great hoot of laughter if anyone had proposed that his Eleanor “confess” to an oversight not her own—“For God’s sake, Preston, come out of it, man; you’re living in the Middle Ages!” The marital quarrels of the Norells, moreover, were too regular a feature of this society to excite any great curiosity, since everyone but the participants knew what the outcome would be. Only the young minister, with whom self-questioning was a vocational aptitude, could have wound his sinuous way through this labyrinth of error and triviality, and he had a priest’s tolerance—Katy’s capacity for regrets, together with her classical studies, had convinced him that she possessed a genuinely religious nature (ethics, in his view, had little in common with religion; every third Sabbath he produced a sensation in his rural flock by calling on the ladies of the altar guild and the Girls’ Friendly Society to abandon the specious assurance of salvation by works).


  Katy, at any rate, allowed herself to be persuaded and made her appearance in the dining room, with a mournful step that suggested the whole chorus of The Suppliants. A picture of grief, silent, composed, unassuageable, had suddenly proposed itself to her imagination, and the sincerity of her inner feelings passed off at once into performance, as she bargained on the power of this pietà to move her husband to pity. But when her ranging eye at length discovered him sitting at the far end of a long table, wedged in between two other colonists, his high-colored face averted and obdurate, her heart collapsed within her. These moods of his (she recalled) could last as long as a day, and she felt really quite unequal to the tedious process of reconciliation which, in view of the fact that she was sorry, seemed to her highly unnecessary, like some legal routine or the difficulty of getting passports. Her interest in expiation quickly vanished in the face of its actuality. She could not be bothered with it—“It is simply too stupid,” she thought, experiencing on her own behalf that rational impatience with suffering that made her detest cruelty, injustice, poverty and wars. Men, to Katy’s mind, were born to love one another, and their refusal to do so she attributed to that same mulish obstinacy which her husband was demonstrating here in the fraternal hall. A strong will and a weak character had led her greatly to over-estimate the plasticity of the human material, and indeed that of matter itself: she recognized no obstacle to the general attainment of plenty and happiness, just as she saw no reason why she should not have a new Plato or a hat.


  Preston now, no doubt about it, was taking advantage of the Utopian brotherhood to shut her out from himself. In this, she felt something unsportsmanly and even illegitimate: he knew very well that here, before all these people, she was helpless to secure his attention, and he must know also how she would suffer if he were to go out to the fields and leave her, without so much as a look. That the privacy to make a scene was something she would miss in Utopia was a contingency she had never anticipated, but now, surrounded by these watchers, she felt deprived of a basic right, the right to go over and expostulate with him, behave badly if necessary, until he responded to her grief. Preston, on his side, was discovering in the Utopian situation a privacy he had sought in vain during two years of marriage. Though unaware of his wife’s exact location, he presumed that she had come into the room, but he had no intention of speaking to her until much later in the day. He felt protected by the others, in precisely the manner she assumed, and a cruel streak in his character was rejoiced by this turning of the tables, this illustration of poetic justice: little had she thought, when urging on him the manifold blessings of Utopia, that this would prove to be the chief. At the same time, however, he was conscious of a purer happiness, an extraordinary sense of solitude, as though he walked on a carpet of pine needles; the conversation around him acted as a kind of blanket which muffled the din of relationships; he sat alone among others, peacefully absorbed in his thoughts. As if on an ocean liner, a train, or a crowded foreign square, he recaptured his identity in a nothingness, an absence of the acting self. He was recalled to this world by the scraping of chairs in the dining room. The men were setting out for the fields.


  Outside, on the porch, a vast elation seized him as he considered the empty morning and the loneliness of the work ahead. It had rained during the night, and the sky, still tossed with clouds, and the rumpled mountain landscape had an air of exhausted wildness, like a face on which the tears have just dried. This comparison, which came to him wittily, evoked the figure of his wife, who had strangely slipped from his mind, and, suddenly well-disposed and merry, he rushed into the kitchen to find her, whirled her twice around the room, and let go of her, to the discomfiture of Eleanor Macdermott, whose sense of permanent ill-feeling toward this femme savante had been somewhat mollified by the suspicion that she was about to become an object for charity. Katy, surprised and delighted, smiled her pleasure at once; she had never learned how to stay angry, which was perhaps a defect in her character. Yet the terms of the amnesty were too vague to set her mind altogether at rest, and forgetful of that resolve, which had seemed only an hour before essential to her moral survival, she detained him at the screen door. “Preston,” she ventured. He turned and waited politely, certain of what was coming but unwilling, even now, to please her, except on his own terms. “Preston!” she repeated. He raised his eyebrows in a look of inquiry. She did not know what to say. “Do I really disgust you?” she whispered, looking nervously behind her in the direction of Eleanor Macdermott. “Yes!” he cried emphatically, but with a shout of laughter; the conspiratorial manner of the question struck him as splendidly farcical—in his very tenderest moments, he looked upon Katy as a comedian. He now relented and patted her sharply on the buttocks. Katy returned to her work, in some peculiar fashion well pleased; though she had broken her resolution and come off with nothing to show for it, it seemed to her undeniable that she had acted for the best.


  


  Meanwhile, sotto voce, in another part of the dining room, the realists were earnestly conferring. A tap on the shoulder and a significant nod of the eyes had directed each member of the faction to the small table at the rear, where Taub, spooning the dregs of his coffee, measured with a brief glance the loyalty of each newcomer and invited him to pull up a chair. Susan Hapgood was present, Harold Sidney (Will’s oldest and most cautious ally), John Aloysius Brown, Danny Furnas, Fearon Powers, and several others; the wives had not been included. Taub had already narrated his experience of the night before, and for the benefit of the late arrivals, Harold Sidney kept furnishing a rapid whispered summary of the outrage, like a respectful usher at the door of a meeting. Exclamations of indignation were general—“I think it’s just terrible,” Susan Hapgood cried, each time the story was told, her small-town capacity for being scandalized asserting itself somewhat ingenuously in this new sphere. “Don’t you, John, don’t you, Fearon?” she asked, turning her pretty birdlike brown head in sudden alarm and indecision to every member of the party. “Yes, yes indeed, quite,” they reassured her. The problem was, what was to be done. Taub, who had been waiting imperturbably for this question, like a headliner idling in the wings, proceeded to unfold his plan. Any board member, he pointed out, had the right to call an emergency council meeting, without stating his reason, if eight hours’ notice was given. Council members, therefore, would be notified immediately of a session to be held that night, in camera, at his cottage, to act against an unnamed person who had been guilty of asocial behavior. This procedure would give Joe’s friends neither time nor occasion to organize a counter-movement on his behalf; the atmosphere of mystery would demoralize any potential opposition, which would waste and scatter its energies trying to guess who was meant. “Bad conscience,” he explained stonily, regarding his confederates with a look almost of warning. “That’s how we get these moralists. Make each one think it’s him.” He gave a brief snort of pure laughter. “And don’t give them a chance to discuss it.” “Why not at five o’clock, then?” asked someone, counting on his fingers. The realist leader frowningly shook his head: conditions of secrecy were indispensable; happily, they could infer from Lockman’s hour of rising that he went to bed early. “What if he has insomnia?” put in Brown, with the air of a veritable Aquinas and laughing heartily at the same time to indicate the savor of the jest. He was a philosophy teacher who had been converted from Marxism to the absurd, an ungainly and aggrieved man full of insistencies, who imagined that his jokes were not understood. “I say, Will, what if he has insomnia?” he repeated, flapping a loose forefinger to command Taub’s attention. Taub shrugged impatiently; he did not greatly care for Brown, whom he considered too unstable to be of much use in practical affairs. “Insomnia gosomnia,” he remarked, dismissing the objection.


  “At ten o’clock at Will’s, then?” persisted Harold. He had feared and honored Taub too many years not to feel that a great importance attached to having the meeting take place in the chieftain’s living-room, in the shade, so to speak, of his numen. “The team always plays better in its home park, eh, Will?” he queried, nudging Taub and giggling. Taub acquiesced with a grin and, seeing his audience receptive, was moved to recall a time when control of a committee had been, as he put it, “stolen” from him by a fellow-member who on the pretext of economy had simply removed the offices to his own apartment. “That taught me a lesson,” declared he, with a reminiscent groan, and his male associates ruminatively nodded their large heads in concord, amplifying the thought. “What about the Macdermotts?” objected Susan, who felt slightly chilled and alienated by this elephantine strategy. “They will want to stay home with their children,” she explained. Taub and Sidney, thunderstruck, exchanged a consultative stare: Macdermott’s three children, they were agreeing, constituted a real political asset; how many meetings, on their account, could not be transferred to Taub’s quarters?


  Little Furnas now spoke up to remind them that his wife was assistant to a pediatrician, a detail which they had also forgotten. “Helen will be glad to stay with the kids,” this youngest realist promised. He too, like Susan, was observing in himself certain doubts about the validity of this kind of procedure, being also a “creative” writer and hence more sensitive to morals. But his temperament, more equable than Susan’s, was not very long disquieted: he felt sure that it made no difference whose house the meeting was held in; Joe Lockman had rather appealed to him as a type of Chassidic simpleton; he took only a perfunctory interest in Taub’s grievance and its airing. A pale, fat, blond boy with humorous, good-natured, round eyes, he remained in the Taub faction principally from laziness and from a novelist’s feeling for plot. Taub, for his part, looked on him with paternal indulgence; the “discovery” of new talents formed one of his chief relaxations, and he never foresaw the moment when the child would walk unassisted.


  Following Furnas’s offer, the realists hastily dispersed, assuming nonchalant expressions and mingling with the other colonists as though to assure the community that no division of purpose was contemplated and that the conference just ended had been merely a social reunion. In the barn, where partnerships were forming and work-stations being assigned, Powers and Taub and Brown promptly chose partners who were not identified with their faction, put intelligent questions about farm machinery, prophesied rain or drought, according to their temperaments, joshed with the purist women—in their effort to appear unconstrained and matey, they avoided not only each other, but even the eyes of their wives. The purist leaders, for their part, also strove for a natural demeanor. Certain that something was afoot, they did not wish to show alarm or curiosity. They felt that the good of the community now depended on their ability to keep their heads. They had not long to wait; as they separated to go to the fields, they were detained, one by one, by the discreet cough of Harold Sidney, who drew them aside to “wonder” apologetically whether they would be free to drop in at Will’s after supper. To Sidney’s surprise, everyone seemed to know who was meant by the “asocial person” and to take it quite for granted that a meeting should be called to discuss him. Somebody must have talked, he said to himself grumpily, and his thoughts lit on Susan Hapgood with a little sting of satisfaction—Taub told her too much, as he himself had often hinted in the past.


  But Sidney was mistaken; no one knew of Taub’s adventure. The conviction that Joe did not belong here had, in less than twenty-four hours, obtruded itself on all but the most unobservant as an obvious, inescapable fact; and the purist leaders, who had been dreading an attack from the realists on quite another front, now felt positively light-hearted to think that it was only Joe who was in question, and did not stop to inquire what charges the realists could be bringing, once Harold’s face betrayed to them that their guess had been correct.


  They did not condemn the business man; they looked on him as on an erg or a dyne misplaced in the human family. But misplaced he certainly was; the point was a delicate one, and they were aware of inward relief that, thanks to the realists, they would not be put in the position of being the first to raise it. A weight had been shifted from the individual conscience to the deliberative powers of the council as a whole, and the very colonists who had been asking themselves most anxiously how Joe should be dealt with now suddenly stopped thinking about the matter and referred the problem of curbing his energies to the consensus of opinion. Macdougal Macdermott, skirmishing with a last doubt, linked arms companionably with Harold Sidney, as they started up to the forest, and put to him the question that bothered him, just as if this veteran enemy, who fell obediently into step beside him, were in reality an old comrade-at-arms. “How about it, Harold?” he urged, in a tone already hesitant and conceding. “Wouldn’t it be better to ask him to come and talk it over with us himself? More open and above-board?” Sidney shook his head sadly but firmly. A clever and fair-minded man, receptive to discussion and argument, he disliked giving pain, and this, in conjunction with the doctrine of necessity to which he and his colleagues were wedded, had made him somewhat weak and evasive. With his wispy grey hair and grey mustaches, loose clothes and unsettled neck ties, he gave an impression of middle-class goodwill submitting helplessly to force majeure, an impression which was only misleading if one failed to recognize that this relentless law to which he reluctantly yielded was simply the code of self-protection and the desire to have an easy life. Thus, unlike Taub, he appeared always open to conviction, while anchored to unchanging beliefs. His flexible mind extended to take in his opponent’s position and then snapped back like an elastic, with the illusion that it had covered ground.


  “I agree with you,” he was saying to Macdermott. “On the surface, it looks like a raw deal. The man’s out of his depth here; that’s the main point. I recognize that.” It was a peculiarity of Harold’s speech that a certain trick of melodic division, of phrasing in the musical sense, gave his remarks a stilted and unnatural character which he tried hard to remedy by an “easy” and colloquial diction. The result was that he created an effect of speciousness, even when he was most in earnest. “Now take the actual situation,” he continued. “We call him in for a discussion. He gets sore. What do we do? You know yourself what people are.”


  Mac did not press the point; he still felt unsure in his own mind what attitude he ought to take to the capitalist and hoped to thrash one out in the course of the evening’s debate. He was never quite certain what he thought about anything until he had tested his opinion for seaworthiness in the course of some polemical storm. His own objections to Joe had rested wholly on pacifist grounds. The sound of gunfire upset him, yet he was far from positive that his uneasiness had a theoretic justification. The taking of human life was not at issue in target-practice (except, of course, by accident), and to cite the danger of accidents was to avoid the nub of the difficulty. People were killed every day by reapers, stoves, falls in the bathroom, and many good things had been used for bad ends—oil, steel, coal, human beings themselves. Was it the gun as such that he opposed or its utilization in warfare and murder? If the gun, then he opposed hunting, and in that case he ought, by logic, to oppose the slaughter of domestic animals. Here, however, Mac had baulked. It had often been said of him by his adversaries, that he would end in vegetarianism, and though of late years he had been admitting with a good deal of combative energy, “Yes, of course, I’m a crank, a crank like Thoreau and Gandhi!” the identification of himself with these distinguished predecessors betrayed his real view of the label. He did not hold eccentric views gladly; he felt that they were imposed on him by the inexorable clarity of his intelligence, but he was firmly resolved not to take the last step, to resist vegetarianism to the end, whatever temptations it offered him, as though by belying the prophecy he could prove his intellectual freedom and set destiny at naught. Now, it was with something of the emotions of Oedipus on hearing the shepherd’s tale that he had found himself, on this fine spring morning, brought, by the process of his own reasoning, to the brink of fulfilling the words of those ideological oracles who were determined to type him, resist and splutter as he would.


  In his relief at finding that others, and not pacifists either, felt the same way as he did about gunfire (what else could Sidney be alluding to?), he let the subject lapse into a comfortable disorder. An antipathy to firearms, he supposed, went pretty deep in human nature—there was no need, really, to push it any further. Time enough, he promised himself, to argue procedure at the meeting and work out a formula for action consistent with respect for the individual. The warm sun, the sound of the axes in the forest, where clearing was already beginning, the small flask of wine in his pocket made him feel sportive and friendly. He clapped Harold on the back, confident that he had misjudged him in the real world down below where the pressures of society distorted natural relations; and they worked side by side all morning, the editor taking his cue from the man of practicality, who was an expert woodsman, like many city intellectuals who retain, in the midst of cynicism, this single link with boyhood. “Burying the hatchet, eh?” Taub remarked with a genial lift of his eyebrows, as he came upon them together somewhat later in the morning; his corns had begun to hurt him, down below in the kitchen garden, where he had been put to work following the plough with a lime-bag and sweetening the newly turned soil. From each according to his capacities was the cardinal principle of the colony, in labor as well as in morals, and Taub, acting on this injunction, had readily subcontracted his task to the girl student, who had been standing at the end of a furrow, watching him with lively, amused grey eyes. He had spent so many years in executive positions that it seemed to him quite fitting that someone younger than himself, and less powerful in a worldly sense, should take over whatever was onerous in the work of the day. The sense that he had other, more important duties to attend to persisted with him here, and quite naturally so, since he had persuaded himself of this truth once and for all by referring the importance from the duties to himself. It was, in fact, with the genuine feeling of conferring a favor that he passed the heavy bag on to Irene and went off to his cottage to soak his feet, emerging shortly afterwards to prowl about the property with a preoccupied and restless air, stopping here and there to check up appreciatively on the progress of the various enterprises (“Hard at work, eh, Preston?”), note the formation of partnerships, and the labor potential of his friends. And there was in his behavior something so natural, so apparently instinctual, as though he had been a lynx obeying the order of its kind, to roam in unsurfeited watchfulness while others did their slumberous toil, that no one grudged him this leisure, not even Joe, who, after the previous evening, had felt a protective concern for him, and this morning, from time to time, would wipe the sweat from his brow and anxiously shade his eyes, to pick out the ubiquitous Taub wherever he might be on the property, pacing up and down with his soft, creaking step, or flung weightily at last into the hammock, his hands folded over his belly.


  Had Taub been informed of Joe’s kindly feelings toward him, it would have had no effect on the determination he brought that night to the meeting. An expression of esteem from a person he was bent on destroying only increased his contempt and inflamed his punitive fervor by removing the fear of reprisals. Incorruptible in vengeance, he could not be swayed, either, by pity, which he looked on as a form of bribery offered to the softer emotions. Money and fame also were incapable of deflecting his anger, for these attributes became loathsome to him when he saw them in “the wrong hands.” It irritated him to be quietly reminded, as he was repeatedly during the course of the day, by members of the council, and even by his own wife, that the colony was being run through contributions, on a wholly voluntary basis. He himself had contributed nothing to the enterprise, beyond a small down-payment on his cottage, not because he was miserly (he was capable, in fact, of large-handedness), but because, very curiously, he was physically unable to do so. Many times, at the preliminary council meetings, his hand had reached for his pocketbook and stopped, as if seized by a stranger. His reluctance to be committed held him aloof financially, and the more conscious he grew of the dubiousness of not having given (hearing the treasurer report that a schoolteacher had donated her life-savings), the more he could not give, lest he seem, by making things right, to confess to a previous remissness. The allusions to Joe’s money and generosity infuriated his vanity, and the implication that he, as a realist, did not know his own interests came as the last straw. Receiving his advisors after supper for coffee and a last-minute briefing (no drinks were to be served, as if to mark the unfriendliness of the occasion) he suddenly lost control of himself when Danny Furnas, blinking, asked him whether he had considered the colony’s treasury sufficiently. “Money!” he declared contemptuously. “That’s all you can think about. Macdermott’s sucker!” he cried, his face darkening and swelling with those viscous emotions which rose to his brain like blood clots whenever he was ascribing to some person more scrupulous than himself an act of baseness or venality. “You’re all alike!” he proclaimed, hammering on the table and grinding his teeth together, as though bodily possessed by the Lowest Common Denominator.


  Danny’s milk-blue eyes grew wide and innocent. Looking around at his fellows, he appeared to estimate the truth of this charge. It saved trouble, he found, to treat all statements as if they were meant literally. He nodded thoughtfully twice, pursing his full lips, to indicate that on the whole he was compelled to agree with Taub. Taub, deflected, stared grumpily at his colleagues.


  There was little discussion, after this, between them: they sat leafing through magazines and tinkering with the portable victrola; Macdermott, Sidney reported, would vote with them, and Eleanor also, presumably. This, to his faction’s bewilderment, seemed to make Taub only more moody. He grunted, almost with displeasure, as Harold undertook to show him that his group was in the majority. “Never mind that. Who’s against us?” he demanded, with a slow resuscitation of interest, when the Norells, possibly Haines, and Desmond, the Catholic scholar, were ticked off, one by one, in Harold’s methodical style. “A-a-h, we’ll vote them down!” he spat out, suddenly brisk and businesslike, heaving himself forward in his chair and quailing his followers with a look. From the outset, there had been a clear understanding that the will of the majority was not to be used to coerce a minority, though no actual veto-power had been written into the by-laws, the colonists concluding, from the lesson of historical events, that the veto-power itself in the hands of a stubborn minority could be an instrument of force. Danny Furnas now raised his blond eyebrows into semi-circles of questioning and made a whistling motion with his lips. Not being a sentimentalist, he saw no need for a display of theoretic virtue; his vote would speak for itself. Meanwhile, though mildly, he interposed a new demurrer. “They may resign, Will,” he pointed out, wondering whether he could frighten Taub by the prospect of a colony without workers. “Nah!” said Taub, definitively. “They won’t resign. Where would they go?”


  Danny pushed forward a judicious lower lip and gently rocked his head back and forth, as if considering. “M-m-mm,” he finally conceded, and let his chin sink to rest in his palm, using an elbow for a prop, in the attitude of a philosophic student at a lecture that promises to be endless. This disengaged and contemplative position he retained throughout the meeting; his chin gradually sank deeper into his palm, till only the broad short nose and musing round eyes were visible. The most popular of the realist faction, he was the recipient of many bi-partisan winks and nods, as the other council members came rapidly through the door, more prompt in attendance than in the city and peculiarly more self-conscious. Curt greetings were exchanged; Desmond cocked a jewel-like green eye at the coffee-table and registered the absence of the whisky bottle; he and Editor Haines passed a wordless message of comment; the secretary opened his notebook; Eleanor Macdermott cleared her throat.


  “You have the floor,” she declared drily, convening the meeting and gesturing to Taub to begin. The group turned toward him expectantly, shifting their camp chairs. A feeling that the present meeting would serve as a test of strength had suddenly become a certainty to nearly everyone in the room. How, nobody could imagine, so that a little stir of curiosity quickened, not altogether displeasurably, the insistent sense of foreboding that the inclusion of the realists in the experiment had attached to every action and gesture. Conscious of this suspense, and prolonging it for tactical reasons, Taub sent a shrewd, probing look around the room, appeared to estimate for a moment, nodded curtly to himself, took a draught of his cigarette, exhaled slowly and luxuriously, opened his mouth to speak, and suddenly found himself wordless. In all his arrangements and calculations, he had overlooked only one thing: what he wished, concretely, to propose. The expulsion of Joe Lockman had figured only hazily in his mind as the possible outcome of his intrigues, and he had imagined proceeding toward this blur by a series of easy stages. Certain harsh scenes from later in the evening, it is true, his own clenched fist and protruding thumb raised on high to demolish the unavailing argument of an opponent, Macdermott’s weak, angry stammer, Katy’s frightened eyes, had appeared to him with a vivid distinctness that enslaved his powers of attention and left him no freedom of thought. Awaking abruptly from their spell, seeing all these faces directed toward him clad in Sunday democratic expressions, he did not know how to begin: his habitual fear of showing his hand too early made him utterly incapable of an initiative. After a moment of baffled reflection, in which his intelligence struggled to give quasi-judicial form to the mass of spiteful feelings which had suddenly ceased to seethe in him, he contrived to find a way out. “I’ll pass it to Harold,” he announced, in a bland and matter-of-fact voice that took no notice of the general amazement or of Harold’s irrepressible start. He leaned abruptly back, audience-fashion in his chair, his arm flung loosely to one side, waiting, as it appeared, to hear Harold’s thoughts on this subject, quite as if they were not as familiar to him as his own. Sidney, rapidly running over the agenda as he understood it, found himself also at a loss. He did not know what Taub wanted him to say, and was obliged, finally, to lean over to consult him in a whisper. Taub frowned at his suggestion and emphatically shook his head. Harold shrugged and threw up his hands despairingly. Taub tapped him and whispered; Sidney concurred, doubtfully, and after a last-minute flurry of indecision, got up and began to speak.


  “I assume,” he commenced jerkily, with an aborted ‘easiness’ of delivery, “that we’re all friends here. What I’m going to say reflects no criticism on anybody present. We all make mistakes . . .” A few perfunctory nods acknowledged this preamble; he went on in a more businesslike tone. “Suppose we start with last night . . .” And he began to rehearse, very much in the manner of an attorney representing a client in a damage suit, the story of Taub’s experience on the mountain-top; the effect on his nerves and sensibility; the traumatic shock he underwent when he imagined himself arrested by a policeman (“Cossacks we used to call them—you can all remember that”); Taub’s radical background; his alienation as an intellectual from the mass-culture of the drugstore and the radio serial. He then went on to describe Joe—a well-intentioned Babbitt, a Boy Scout still living in the escapades of the First War, a useful citizen perhaps, but unfitted for an environment of neurosis. Finally, the broader impact of Joe on the community: the target-practice; broken sleep; the danger to the children; the stove (admittedly an accident); Katy’s hair; her quarrel (if he was not being too personal) with her husband. He looked to Taub for further directives and, receiving none, sat down.


  “The question!” cried Katy. “The question!” She had come prepared for a battle, and could not refrain from pressing her advantage.


  Sidney looked at Taub and both shrugged their shoulders. There was a short silence. Sidney coughed deferentially. “I think Mac has something to say.” “Well,” said Mac, rising to his feet, “I did have a few things on my mind, but you boys . . .” and suddenly he began waving his arms as if in an uncontrollable fit and laughing, a high, flute-like sound interspersed with patches of helpless choking. “Oh, my God!” he cried. “Will!” Danny Furnas looked up and began to snicker also. In a moment, the room was convulsed. Harold’s giggle soon could be heard, Haines’ deep, husky guffaw, and finally Will’s chuckle, beginning unwillingly and gradually mellowing, as a large foolish smile wreathed his irresolute features in a look of the utmost contentment, in which vanity, chagrin, and relief were indeterminately distributed. His cumbrous thighs spread apart, tightening his ill-fitting duck trousers at the crotch, his bare arms hanging at his sides, his polo-shirt gaping at the neck, he presented a boyish picture of a proud and gratified culprit; the real ingenuousness of his nature sprang into sudden prominence. This man of transparent secrets, caught, as it were red-handed, yielded himself pleasurably to the boisterous humor of his companions, like a small-town kid dragged struggling from his place of concealment during a game of hide-and-go-seek. Only his wife, Cynthia, was immune to the general merriment; she looked coldly down her straight nose at her fellow-Utopians, until she was quite certain that this was all in fun. Her ideas were rather rigid, like those of a royal duchess. She had a firm sense of her husband’s position, and she wished to be assured that there was nothing seditious in this laughter before giving it countenance.


  “And Harold!” Macdougal cried, when he was able to articulate. “That speech!” He laughed again until the tears ran, yet appreciatively, without pettiness, as though paying tribute to a genuine though unconscious work of art. “A great ambulance-chaser was lost in you,” he declared, almost seriously, shaking his red head, and taking Harold by the arm to indicate the kindliness of his feelings. This risibility of Macdermott’s was the crowning and unexpected grace of his character; it was an élan vital, seemingly springing from nowhere, which buoyed him up and translated him into a realm of pure essences, beyond the pedantry of judgment. The targets of his satire could never truly dislike Macdermott, for they found themselves endowed by it with a larger and more fabulous life. Taub and Sidney, now, could not but feel that this laughter left them somehow in an improved position; it reconciled them, to their surprise, with themselves and with others, and permitted them to live down a humiliation whose causes they were reluctant to search for in the duller chambers of blame and excuse.


  Sensible of the change in the atmosphere, Taub retired to the kitchen and came out with whisky and glasses. Someone went to the main house for ice and soda water; Preston Norell fetched wine, and the treasurer took the opportunity to draw Taub aside and ask him for a contribution, a thing he might well have done earlier, had not something ungenerous and straitlaced in his goodness (he was a member of the purist faction) been unwilling to help Taub to extricate himself from a false position. “You should have asked me before, Henry,” Taub remonstrated softly, as he got out his checkbook and in his large, unformed handwriting, scrawled out a medium-sized check. Henry, a tall, thin young man with an ovoid head who resembled a nail-file, felt an immediate rising of irritation; his pride as a functionary was nettled at having negligence ascribed to him when he had merely not exceeded his duty; at the same time, his conscience admitted that the reproof was, in a finer sense, justified. But that he should be made to seem guilty, twice over, once wrongly, once rightly, while Taub remained blandly innocent, infuriated this radical young printer, who was not accustomed to dealing with persons of a certain eminence. He took the wet check, blew on it, and withdrew to a corner of the room, rebuffing a whisky and soda. “Thanks, my wife and I don’t drink,” he declared.


  That evening, nevertheless, marked the beginning of the lyrical phase of the community. The issue of Joe Lockman was allowed to drop, once Editor Haines had contributed “a very sensible suggestion”: that Joe should be requested to hold off the shooting till after breakfast-time. “Do you want that in the form of a motion?” Eleanor Macdermott asked. “No,” everyone cried. “Just let someone speak to him,” and the secretary closed his book without having taken a note, since no official business had been transacted. Later, sitting on the floor, a little apart from the others, Macdermott and John Desmond tried to analyze what had happened to the realist case. “It’s a fundamental weakness of their position,” Macdermott was explaining in a low voice, as if he were passing on a war-secret. “They don’t know what they want. Give them the floor and they’ll hang themselves; I’ve seen it every time.” Desmond, who was very handsome, nodded with a somber face. “Revolutionary nihilism,” he muttered; he was sufficiently new to his recaptured religion to refer every phenomenon to a pronouncement of the Church. “Those boys aren’t revolutionists,” Macdermott whispered scoffingly. “They’re conservatives. They’re so conservative they’re afraid of their own thoughts.” Desmond listened doubtfully, with an evasive hitch of his fine, square shoulders. “The terms need defining,” he declared at last, very softly and thoughtfully. Macdermott coughed. In general, he enjoyed speaking with people who disagreed with him or people less intelligent than himself, but now, still full of his subject, he was in want of a congenial listener. He got up, excusing himself, and went over to Taub, who was standing smoking alone by the fireplace. “Why not Taub?” he said to himself simply. “Say, Will,” he announced, raising a half-playful finger, “I’ve got an idea for you . . .” And he began to explain to Taub, quite without malice and indeed with the desire to be helpful, just how he and his faction always defeated themselves. Taub listened with interest, nodding slowly as he took in the argument, and moving his lips slightly, repeating Macdermott’s words under his breath, as if storing them for the winter. “You’re all wrong, Mac,” he placidly declared, when he saw that Macdermott had finished. “What?” demanded Macdermott, unable to believe his ears, and beginning to gasp and stutter. “Is that all you have to say?” He felt utterly nonplussed and bewildered, like a suitor rejected without an explanation. Taub gave a confirming nod, and then, with great exactness, crossed two large fingers, held them aloft for attention, and then, having secured Mac’s eye, repeated, with the measured delivery of one who is speaking for history, “You’re all wrong.”


  


  This was the last open combat to take place between the two leaders. Both emerged from it with a sense of victory, and a sense, also, of wasted time. From then on, discussions between them dealt only with practical matters or with neutral subjects from which no positional inferences need be drawn. Hopeless each of persuading the other or of dealing a blow which, from the point of view of the receiver, could be recognized as incapacitating, they resigned themselves to their differences and commenced, for want of anything better, to see each other’s good points. A burst of friendship followed this easing of relations, as often happens in love-affairs when two people decide that they do not “mean much” to each other. The practical gain in sociability, in evening-calls, work-sharing, advice offered and taken, was immense. Yet there was no doubt, as the more alert purists began to notice, that the idea of the colony had somehow received a setback. The hope of establishing a Universal to which all men would pay homage was being tacitly set aside in favor of a policy of live-and-let-live. The discovery that one cannot convince an opponent and that it is hopeless to go on trying involves a confession of subjectivity that deprives the world of meaning: the colony, it seemed to the Norells and Leo Raphael, a poet, was losing its raison d’être, if it was no longer a question of converting Taub and his faction to a manifest Truth but simply of getting along with them on a day-to-day basis. Was it really worth while, they asked themselves, to have come all this distance, and invested so much ardor and energy, only to produce what was, in effect, another summer-vacation colony, cooperatively financed? For the regeneration of a soul, a nation, a party, according to the feelings of this group, admission of past error was requisite. The Nuremberg trials and the de-nazification proceedings had demonstrated, a few years before, that it was impossible to impose an awareness of guilt on a man who declines to feel guilty, yet now they could not help but feel a baffled thirst for justice as they watched Taub and his cohorts complacently settle down in Utopia, as though it were their natural preserve.


  For while there was perceptible in the realists the dawn of an ethical attitude, a certain subordination of self to the requirements of the general welfare, an idea, at worst, that here they were answerable for their deeds to someone and not simply to an historical process, which condemned nothing but failure, these symptoms of improvement were unaccompanied by any revision of their official preconceptions or their general outlook on life. These remained intact and indeed untouchable. The happiness they were experiencing during all this month of June, they refused to take into account in formulating a social theory; while turning an old butter-churn or milking a cow by hand, they continued to make the statement that you can’t turn the clock back, as though this postulate were unshakable. Once the colony had won their approval, they began to treat the enterprise as an exceptional case, a weird freak of circumstance which could not be repeated under any other conditions. Nothing, they insisted, was proved by what was happening here: the weather had been favorable, the personnel carefully chosen; the hotel and its mountain vistas an incomparably lucky find. No lesson, therefore, could be learned here which would have a general application; and in fact the more smoothly the tenor of life began to run, the more they dismissed the colony as being false to the total picture. The ordinary man, they maintained, was incapable of revising his habits to the extent that they themselves were doing, though only a few months before they had maintained the same thing about intellectuals.


  In their refusal to admit that anything was being demonstrated by the experiment, something more than a quibble was involved. There was an aspect of this multiple virtuousness that they found precarious and unsettling. As the days flowed on, and the corn grew in the fields, the hay was got in on time and the cows and the chickens were producing, they became more and more conscious of a sense of unreality, as if they were in a dream or behaving atypically in public. The experience of the age was a phrase to conjure with in their circles; and whatever could be alleged against them, they felt secure at least in their period-authenticity. Now, since the moment of their arrival in Utopia, they had felt cut off from their era, in a very curious way. The wholesomeness of the Utopian life, the success that was rewarding their efforts, the vast scale of the scenery, the good impulses they felt, all seemed to them to lack what they called relevance, to be out of date, like a tone poem or the verse of the Lake minstrels. And so, while responsive to these experiences, they continued to hold them at a certain distance, as if they were not for them. When they said, therefore, that the Utopian lesson had no larger validity, they meant that there was a part of themselves which Utopia did not touch; boredom and urban cynicism had become so natural to them that an experience from which these qualities were absent seemed to be, in some way, defective.


  As the month passed, however, connections with the world were resumed. Visitors came and went; Utopia was written up in the newspapers. A photographer came from Life, and, smiling into the camera, even the doubters experienced that sense of naïve verification that the inexperienced traveler feels when he buys a picture postcard of his hotel and inscribes an x by his room. A hand-press was quickly imported; they had decided to publish a magazine. The work in the fields went on, but since they were not growing for the market, the total labor required from each person amounted to only five hours a day. In the evenings, in the big lounge, by the oil lamps, they began to have lectures and readings from the poets and philosophers. A scene from Molière was put on. The clergyman held services on Sundays, which were attended mainly out of curiosity. A waterfall was discovered in the forest, and they swam in the pool at its foot, with Taub like a chthonic deity looking on from a rock in his shorts. Bicycles were bought; they went on picnics in the neighborhood. The women made bread and cakes; Susan Hapgood had a birthday. They found watercress in the brook, tangled with the pale forget-me-nots. The first young lettuces were eaten, and cauldrons of mustard-greens boiled. And, like a pocket mirror held up at a distance reflecting their own husbandry, far off, across the valley, the fields of the remote farmer altered with the advancing season, but so swiftly that it seemed as if overnight contrasting strips of pale green were laid down, like lengths of carpet on the mountainside, supplanting the dun-brown, and supplanted in turn by lemon-yellows, then golds, then brown again, as a clover-crop was turned under or a field of mustard harvested.


  In the real world, the war still held off: a letter arrived from Monteverdi—he was alive but in hiding. “The only hope,” he wrote them, “is in small insurgent communities, peripheral movements . . .” Katy Norell wept, with shining St. Joan eyes, as the letter was read aloud on the verandah by Francis, the minister, and the realists averted their glance but maintained a respectful attitude, like unbelievers in a church. “Oh, dear, we haven’t done enough!” cried Katy desperately, when it was finished, banging her knuckles on a table and confronting them all with this self-indictment. It seemed to her that Monteverdi relied on them to spread the message abroad, and that they had failed him by becoming merely self-subsistent; the others, however saddened or thoughtful, felt no impulse to join her in a Domine non sum dignus which, for all its sincerity, had so clearly personal a reference; she was comparing herself, with all her shortcomings and weaknesses, to the great work the letter suggested to her. She wept because she was not perfect. “I don’t know, Katy,” answered Susan, easily. “It seems to me we’ve done mighty well.”


  An unsettled relation existed between these two learned women, in which there was a good deal of rational accord without sympathy. Monteverdi’s letter had not excited Susan, except in so far as it contained good news of himself; his remarks about small groups, peripheral action, et cetera, she found rather unimpressive—naturally, he would put faith in such movements; why not; he was an anarchist. A distrust of libertarian doctrines had stuck with her from her Marxist days. Over a period of years, she had watched her friends, one by one, having made the break from Marxism, plunge with exhilaration into Proudhon and Tolstoy, but her normally curious nature felt no inclination to share an experience so uncorseted. “That side” of the colony made her intelligence squirm, and her silence was a protest which, in her opinion, should have acted as a constraint on others, but which did not at all seem to do so, so that she felt obligated from time to time to put in an official disclaimer, when she really should have preferred—or so she daily assured herself—to bracket the matter altogether. She thought that it should have been plain enough to Katy and her associates that she, rather violently, did not wish to “go in” for Monteverdi’s ideas, lest they destroy her liking for him—he himself, in former days, when they used to meet in company, had shown a greater delicacy and seemed, by his shyness, almost to co-operate in her reluctance to having exposed to her the contents of his mind. Susan’s small-town courtesy prompted her to ignore, even in private, what did not bear thinking about. She read Tolstoy, of course, but a certain virginal decorum preserved her from his ideas. “I look on him primarily as a novelist,” she would demur when someone tried to wring from her at least an awareness of his message. Exercising what she considered to be the same charity on behalf of her friends, she strove not to acquaint herself with the details of their enthusiasm, to speak of it, when necessary as a stage which they would outgrow, or a species of mental illness from which they might recover. Indeed, she hoped that by ignoring it she could make this “phase” pass, and resented the unawareness of the Monteverdians which seemed, on its side, to take no account of her abstentions. “Why, that sounds kind of religious to me,” she would reply uncomfortably if obliged to listen to Katy’s translations of the Founder’s thought; so her own aunt had spoken, doubtfully shaking her head and laying down her sewing, when Susan brought up arguments in favor of racial equality—“Sounds kind of communistic . . .” Thus the purists’ persistence and the native shrewdness and precaution which made her look anxiously on ideas as something one could catch by contagion had kept her for some time from thinking at all about political questions which she left now to Taub, whom she considered her intellectual superior, though she disagreed with him sharply in everything that mattered to her most. To Katy, a natural proselytizer readily infected with enthusiasms, Susan’s unwillingness to change masters was a source of continual disappointment. That Susan could remain unmoved by a call so clearly heard by herself, drove her to a teacher’s despair, and her habit of incessant comparison led her at once to inquire whether Susan was not more admirable, for being less facile in feeling, than she was. Anything short of perfect communion depressed Katy, and Susan’s way of taking everything that she said literally, without the liberality that interprets and supplies feeling-tone made her imagine herself misunderstood and discovered simultaneously; and it was true enough, as a matter of fact, that Susan did not greatly care for Katy while giving her precisely her due.


  Other letters besides Monteverdi’s began to come from Europe. The manifestos of the colony had apparently been circulating through the yet-unoccupied countries, and from all sorts of persons, mostly poor, middle-aged, and obscure, requests for information, for literature, and above all, for passage-money arrived. Leo Raphael, reading these, charmed by the strange locutions and the naïveté of the demands, began to conceive a vast plan for a peace-fleet, to be financed by the United States Government, that would carry away from Europe all those who rejected for themselves a totalitarian way of life and who yet were unwilling to risk the terrible cost to humanity of another war for democracy. He saw a poetic vision of a continent left empty before the advancing invader—the silent factories, and houses, the anti-aircraft guns, the museums, waiting like a shell to frustrate the will of the victor, who would find on hand to receive him only those who welcomed his tyranny. This version of the scorched-earth policy had also, as he pointed out at a general meeting held on the Fourth of July in the dining room, the merit of practicality. It would be actually cheaper for the United States to send over empty ships to bring back the peace-loving passengers than to send, as it was doing, steel, planes, bombs, guns, to governments which were, in many cases, too timorous and unstable to use them, or to send wheat, corn, and fats to keep alive populations whose life-expectancy, clearly, was a matter of weeks or months. “The armaments we are now shipping will simply fall into the hands of the enemy. If we must feed democratic Europe, it is cheaper to do it here. If we must fight, we will do it here, also supposing that we are invaded. They ask us to divide the world with them in a policy that is called appeasement. Let us agree to do this, but only in a geographical sense. Let them keep the geography of their hemisphere and we will take the populations. Canada,” he continued, warming, “will clearly be willing to co-operate. Already in the last war, there was talk of moving the British Government to Ottawa. We will establish socialism,” he went on, as the implications of his thought became fuller, and his dark eyes lit up with a fanatic love for the beautiful; he saw the American continent from Alaska to the Straits of Magellan, blue, white, golden, productive, inhabited by all the nations, each speaking its own tongue and cultivating its own gardens, the Italians in the California vineyards, the French in the moist valley of the St. Lawrence, the English on the ranches of Wyoming and in the councils of Washington and Ottawa, the Spaniards in Peru and Mexico . . . “Socialism,” he explained, “will be a necessity. The task cannot be accomplished without it. We will create an internal market in an economy of abundance. This will be the new imperialism, full production for peace.”


  He drew a deep breath.


  “This country,” he continued, more quietly, “has one tradition that is viable. It has been from the earliest times a haven of refuge from tyranny. The Puritans in New England, the Catholics in Maryland, the Irish peasants oppressed by the landlords, the victims of ’48, Russian Jews fleeing military service, the refugees from Mussolini and Hitler.” Harold Sidney coughed. “What is this, Leo, a Fourth of July speech?” he demanded with a self-conscious laugh. “Sssh,” put in Susan, peremptorily, “I want to hear what he has to say.”


  “All our messianic wars,” Leo explained, realizing that the word imperialism and the citations from American history were having a misleading effect, “have been fiascos. We have mistaken our role. We cannot carry democracy abroad with military expeditions or food shipments. We can only receive it here, when it comes to us looking for entrance. America is ideally a harbor, a state of the utmost receptivity. It is not our role to lead, but to be open. America, I imagine, if this plan can be put into effect, will disappear, at least as we know it. America is only a vessel, waiting to be filled, a preparation for something that has not yet happened. That is what we all have been sensing in the air, ever since we were children, a restless, bemused expectancy of an event that will come to stay with us, like a visitor. I remember,” he went on, “those summer afternoons on a lake in New Jersey, with a still haze floating over everything and a phonograph playing somewhere, and a row boat drifting in the water, as if time itself were pausing, just on the edge of the incredible. I express myself very badly,” he interpolated, slipping into a more ordinary voice.


  “Never mind your autobiography, Leo,” called Macdermott, laughing. “We get you. Go on. What do you propose?”


  “That should be clear,” said Leo. “I propose a United States of Europe, to be constituted in the Western Hemisphere, with a system of joint government by all the member nations. A United States of Europe in Exile, to be made up, not of politicians, but of ordinary people and intellectuals. I leave the details to you,” he added, winking broadly, and sat down.


  “Supposing they don’t want to come, Leo?” insinuated John Aloysius Brown, with such an affected air of smiling and subtle scholasticism, that no one paid any heed to what was really a sensible objection.


  “Hear, hear!” shouted Joe, silencing him and jumping dynamically from his seat. Everything half-articulate in himself, his humanitarian feeling, his Americanism, his Jewish sense of the melting-pot, his respect at the same time for a variety of cultures, with each man worshipping his own gods without interference, he saw suddenly clothed in glory by the poet’s gift of expression. The tears stood in his eyes as he considered the beauty and simplicity of this idea and the lives it might have saved if someone had only thought of it sooner. “You’ve got a great business head, my boy,” he declared. “Bring the consumer to the goods, that’s telling ’em.” His admiration for Leo’s plan paid full tribute to its practicality, but this implied no derogation of its idealistic intent. “The internal market,” he repeated, wonderingly. “That does it!” “Think of the housing developments,” someone else put in, half-seriously. But Joe was not joking. “Yes,” he said, nodding thoughtfully. “There’s a billion dollars’ worth of business right there.” He felt as though this were the moment that had been promised him from the instant he first heard of Utopia and perhaps from the instant of his birth. His day of fulfilment had come, and if he himself, like Moses, were never to see the Land of Promise, he at any rate tonight had glimpsed it from this mountain-top, like Moses on the mountain of Nebo. In all his weeks in the colony, this was the first truly Utopian suggestion he had heard.


  “Not bad,” said Taub, concedingly, when the business man went to press him for his opinion; they had been friends for nearly three weeks. “Not bad?” cried Joe. “What are you talking about? It’s great.” Taub protruded his full lower lip, reflecting. “An interesting propaganda scheme,” he admitted. “Propaganda!” Joe demanded, unbelievingly, his grey face paling and contracting, as though with a physical pain. He made a short aggressive movement toward Taub, and Susan believed for a second he would strike him. “It’s something to work toward,” she explained, in a soothing voice. “No congressman would ever vote for such a thing,” she elucidated. “You know how shamefully they acted about the DPs.”


  “Pressure,” said Joe. “Promotion. Private enterprise could help.” He turned the idea over in his mind. “Business is pretty backward,” he twinkled an eye at his audience, “but we’re the boys that get things done.” He turned suddenly to Leo, who had begun to move about restlessly, like a performer who feels out of his element, now that the show is over. “There was a little too much socialism in that talk of yours,” he remonstrated playfully. “Listen to the old fogey,” he added, raising his hand to his mouth, in a vaudeville stage-whisper to Eva. Eva bridled. She had been having a wretched time here. Her plump little sybaritic feet had been swollen from almost the first day; she had caught poison-ivy all along her white arms, still smooth and womanly at fifty; her fingernails had cracked from the hard water; she detested a double bed; but more painful still than these afflictions, was the sense that her husband was making a holy show of himself before all these younger people. Having no interest whatever in the arts, though she did not object to piano music, she nevertheless, felt that she knew how to comport herself in an artistic atmosphere, a conviction of authority which she had derived principally from the movies and magazine-reading. Artists, she knew, were sensitive people who surrounded themselves with beautiful things, and the sensitiveness of her pampered little body, her love of material comfort, she took as evidence that she herself possessed a latently artistic temperament. She saw nothing in the behavior of the Utopians to confirm her preconceptions, yet the fact that quite frequently in the public rooms she heard conversations she could not understand overawed her to the extent that she felt mistrustful for Joe, whom she considered as ignorant as herself and far less dexterous in concealing it. “If he would only be quiet,” she ejaculated in an undertone to the minister’s wife, who was the only person she felt wholly in accord with. “He’ll pay for this tonight,” she promised, with a sigh, and for a moment her well-preserved face held a hint of the furies, though the retribution she had in store for him was simply a digestive disturbance, the result of too much excitement. “He pays for it every time,” she added. There was an appropriateness, seized though not fully analyzed by Eva, in the fact that Joe’s body, which he refused to coddle, should prove to be her ally, and her allusions to its behavior suggested a wealth of knowledge more intimate and exclusive than love.


  “Private enterprise?” Leo inquired, his alert head tilted to one side as if he were listening for a new music that might be drawn from these old syllables. He had the virtues of gravity and sweetness, accompanied by a nimbleness of mind that found inspiration in the most commonplace remarks. “Well, Joe,” he said, “let’s see,” and he linked arms companionably with the older man, prepared for a long discussion. At the same time, there was something merry and quizzical in his face which admonished his listener that conversation was an art. “Privateering?” he speculated. “That, too, is in the tradition.” And very rapidly he sketched out a plan for a covey of small frigates, manned by individual enterprise, to conduct rescue raids on the European coast. “If we get the co-operation of the State Department (and you’re quite right, business can do it) we land the passengers in New York Harbor. If not,” he waved his hands airily, “there are other places in the Americas.” And his mercurial fancy, working supplely with historical materials, at once created a new image in which the War of 1812, the old slave raids on the African coast, the secret rearmament of Palestine, Henry Ford’s peace ship, the exploits of smugglers and pirates, caves, dark inlets, rowboats with muffled oars, furnished a solid mass of precedent shot through with the gold of romance. Joe once again was charmed, but the doubt implanted by Taub caused him, after a moment of contemplation, to look up suddenly at Leo with a frown and catarrhal sniff of suspicion. “Is this on the level?’’ he said.


  “You think it’s not practical, Joe?” Leo answered him, almost tenderly, a light caress in his voice. “You think it can’t be done. I recognize your objection. It must be the oldest in history. You remember the story of Columbus. And there was Archimedes and the airplane. And Dunkerque, you remember, was described as a military impossibility. Every daring invention . . .” He paused to smile faintly. “Sex, surely, must have been the first. What a ludicrous action if looked at from a rational standpoint. Many of the philosophers complained of it.”


  Joe motioned him to stop. He was a modest man and there were ladies present; moreover, the asceticism of his nature inclined him to agree with the philosophers—like many virile business leaders, he was sexually recessive. “You’ve proved your point,” he said. “All right, let’s get busy.” The other colonists turned toward him. Many of them had been moved by Leo’s first proposal to feel a fresh stirring of political hope. The second proposal they had dismissed as merely fanciful, and in fact even the most visionary of them, the Norells, the Macdermotts and Nelly Boardman, the woman illustrator, who was drunk, suspected that about the whole evening there hung an element of japery, for they knew Leo well enough to recognize that there was nothing dogged or persistent in him. He was not earthbound like themselves; he parted easily from a notion when it proved inconstant and often grew bored with his theories when someone else tried to unite him to them in a marriage of practice. This opinion of his political seriousness, naturally, was held even more emphatically by the realist group.


  Yet, despite this, and despite a certain discomfort which his readiness in oratory induced in them (the joke about sex was self-plagiarized), an altruistic fervor in the colony was kindled by what he had said. Most of the Utopians, no matter how selfish, had been in the habit of working at least part-time on behalf of others, whether as teachers, as editors, or as simple entertainers; even Taub considered that he had had an educative function to perform in the world down below. They had supposed that their altruism would have full play in the cooperative work of the colony and in the example they would set to the world, but the truth was that, having identified themselves whole-heartedly with the enterprise, they had lost the sensation of sharing, and hence it seemed to many of them that their life here on the mountain-top was almost too hedonistic, since they were enjoying a happiness which had become an end in itself. Their withdrawal from the world had appeared legitimate, when a war which they could neither avert nor dominate threatened Western civilization, but now that the war held off they began to pose once again the question of alternatives, and to ask themselves whether this haven, which they had so readily constructed for themselves, could not in some manner be enlarged until a retreat from war became indeed a counter-attack upon it.


  Leo’s plan seemed as good as another. It was at least a starting-point and each man in his own mind quickly began to modify it to suit his own notion of the possible. Macdermott, in one part of the room, was proposing a pamphlet to set forth Leo’s ideas to the small public of intellectuals whose names he retained in his files. Jim Haines envisioned an open letter to his former publisher—short, terse, factual, to be illustrated by a huge balance sheet comparing the cost of Operation Peace (as he provisionally titled it) with Operation War. Susan imagined a campaign of letters and telegrams to Senators and Representatives. Ed Jackson suggested a hook-up with the World Federalist people. Taub wondered whether the idea could not be grafted onto the mind of some prominent personality (a journalese term that had become dear to him). Desmond thought of a diocesan letter; Danny Furnas, of working with the trade unions. The capture of a college president indicated itself naturally to several, and the radio announcer kept jumping up and offering to return to the air under their sponsorship.


  But when a roll call was ordered to distribute the work of these proposals, an enormous number of practical obstacles to doing anything whatever suddenly made themselves felt. There was a rush of volunteers for typing, mailing and filing, but the originators of the key suggestions began, one by one, to find reasons why their ideas were unworkable. Haines, with a certain shambling embarrassment, got up to explain that the Open Letter, on which everyone had, above all, been relying, would require the help of a research-girl, not to mention a financial expert: he did not have the Marshall Plan figures here or the details of our military loans; the shipping costs would have to be calculated, and the fees of the technical advisors—in short, he had been too hasty. Mac’s pamphlet, he suggested, would be much more to the point. Katy Norell, when called upon, had an abrupt recollection of certain uncomfortable interviews in the office of her college president; she could write to him, she supposed, she said doubtfully, but surely there was someone else who would be able to approach him more easily. Ed Jackson was obliged to admit that his connection with the World Federalists was rather tenuous; it might be better, on second thought, to try the United Nations. Susan still declared herself ready to compose a letter to her Congressman, but unfortunately she had forgotten his name. Danny Furnas knew the names of several of the younger trade union chiefs; they, however, did not know his. “You’re pretty thick with those boys, Jim; maybe you could help me out.” Jim Haines’ dark rumbling voice spoke easily. “Can’t say as I am, Danny.” Everyone in the room became instantly certain that he was lying. Desmond, who had buried his fine head in his hands, savagely, as if wrestling with his demon, suddenly looked up. “I would be glad,” he murmured politely, but with an air of Irish hauteur and coldness, “if anyone wishes it, to drop a short note to the Commonweal.” The secretary scribbled briefly in his book, but the immediate proposals in hand, when the roll call was finished, had shrunk to a single suggestion, which it was within their own power to accomplish; that Mac should get out a pamphlet, with the help of Henry and Preston, outlining Leo’s plan. There was a painful silence. No one, not even Mac himself or Eleanor, had any real confidence in the efficacy of this idea. How many pamphlets, remarked Preston, had not Mac got out in the past, with the sole result, as far as he could see, that the dining room he now stood in contained fifty not-very-charming people. “Perhaps the pamphlet will influence us,” he drily suggested.


  “Why not drop the whole idea?” asked John Aloysius Brown, rather maliciously. “We’re too cut off up here.” Taub, seeing the way the wind was blowing by the noncommittal and evasive faces, promptly withdrew into his shelter. “Better call it off,” he decreed. But the Macdermotts felt immediately offended at the implications of this advice, though it accorded with their own inner weariness as they saw themselves once again confronted with the unwieldy machinery of the world as-it-was-constituted which had worn out their youth and patience as side by side, with so little assistance, they had struggled in vain for leverage. It was as if Leo’s plan, by appearing so deceptively simple and natural, had led them back into the old impasse and abandoned them to their own devices. Yet the suggestion that they were unimportant and powerless, they would not accept from another. “Too small for you, eh, Will?” Mac demanded. But as he looked around him his pugnacity quickly deserted him. He felt old and tired. “Well, of course,” he said sadly, “If nobody wants it . . .”


  Katy and Susan, in unison, cried out vehemently in reprobation. “We do,” they insisted, covered with shame for themselves and for the company at large. Their sudden loss of energy had been the result of a collective awakening from a day-dream. For a short half hour, everything had seemed so easy. People had appeared to them infinitely malleable, simply the instruments of their plan. The Congressman in Susan’s consciousness had had no need of a name; he existed in a vacuum equipped only with a desk, at which to open the letter which he had been conjured up to read. Katy’s college president had been simply a rubbery outline which she could stretch to her measure. And any doubts she had experienced as to her ability to do this in practice had been lulled to rest by her confidence in the influence which would be exerted by others, as though all the public figures and prominent “personalities” would yield compliantly together to the ardent temperature of the meeting, like wax melting in the sun. When the stab of Haines’ defection had pierced this joint assurance, reality had all at once by contrast assumed a character infinitely hard, impermeable, and the Congressman, for example, from being a nothing, a receptacle, became an entity so resistive that to obtain his name from a newspaper became a task that seemed to Susan for the moment a veritable labor of Hercules. But now that the faint-heartedness of the membership had reached really scandalous proportions, their feminine sense of propriety rallied them to indignation. “I thought we were all agreed,” began Katy in her classroom manner, “that Leo’s idea had merit.” She paused for rhetorical effect and when no one contradicted her, continued with a sarcastic precision which she had learned from her old Latin teacher, and which sat like an antique hat on her impetuous and still-girlish delivery. “In that case, we might do it the honor of working for it ourselves.” Here she carefully directed her gaze away from the vicinity of Jim Haines, for whom, as a matter of fact, she was busy constructing excuses, as for some favorite male student who was inexplicably delinquent in his work. To Katy’s mind, Jim Haines figured as the pivotal member of the community; he represented the normal, and the others turned anxiously around him, like the satellites of a sun-king. Though he seemed unaware of this pre-eminence or too-boyishly reticent to take notice of it, the fact was that nearly all the members had set themselves out to please him, not because he had been more successful than themselves in the world down below, but because, with his deteriorating resemblance to an Arrow Collar ad, his moody air of dissipation and long-limbed Lincolnesque melancholy, his shambling gait and diction, he typified the middling sensual man of democratic persuasions to whom the appeal of Utopia was beseechingly addressed. Everyone considered it a miracle that he was here among them, full of domestic habits and the know-how of the ax and the monkey-wrench, the eternal father of the family, busy with small repairs, hospitable with the whisky and soda, large-minded and impatient of women, whom he treated with ceremonious gallantry. And though there was some vague speculation as to what exactly could have persuaded him to make this hegira with them, on the whole it was felt that this was one of those things that it was better not to inquire into too closely, lest analysis “vanish” him from their company, like Cupid under Psyche’s taper. Operation Peace, as first sketched out by him, had seemed an almost incredible bonanza, and the group, when disappointed of it, had done its best not to appear crestfallen and to act as if what had happened had proceeded not from a man’s will or the lack of it but from some irreproachable natural order—it had been really too much to hope for, Katy and Susan had murmurously agreed.


  “It’s silly,” Katy went on, resuming her ordinary demeanor, “to try to interest other people in this plan when we’ve done nothing for it ourselves. We have to begin with the pamphlet and reach as many readers as we can. Then . . .” she gestured vaguely, “we will see what can be done. I was just talking to Francis.” The young minister gave a nod of acknowledgment, slightly rising from his seat; he was extremely conscious of his holy orders and showed a great sensitivity to quotation, as if he were an authorized text. “He suggests that perhaps the next step would be to form an organization, something like the old CARE, to bring people here instead of sending them packages.”


  “That is substantially correct,” said Francis, with a short clerical clearing of the throat. “Naturally, we would begin in a very small way. The advantage is that such a practical fund, by enlisting people’s charitable impulses, would expose them to our idea, and also lead them, before very long, to look for a way of financing it at the public expense.” He coughed, and the meeting, after a second of incomprehension, burst into laughter and applause. Francis’ sermonizing voice, nature’s gift, apparently, he played on for profane effects that seemed sometimes almost blasphemous; many a sardonic epigram uncoiled itself guilefully in his periods like the serpent in the garden of innocence. The more naïve Utopians hardly knew what to make of him; they looked to a leader before laughing at his witticisms as the unaccustomed churchgoer awaits the direction of the choir before venturing to rise for the anthem or seat himself for the sermon in his pew. “He tickles me,” confided Taub to his wife, illustrating this remark with a vast delighted wriggle and a poke in the ribs. His amazed admiration had known no bounds from the moment he formed the idea that the decorous young clergyman was an unbeliever of the deepest dye. Had he seen Francis in his room on his knees praying to be forgiven for levity, he would merely have given the young man credit for an artistry more consummate than that which he had already conceded him.


  Francis’s suggestion, now, combining the Machiavellian with the humanitarian, made an immediate appeal to his fancy. He did not think it really practical; he looked in fact upon the man of God’s sense of policy as a kind of hothouse produce of the ecclesiastical atmosphere, too rarefied for this world. Still, he saw no harm in supporting him, provisionally, at any rate. Ever since his break with the Movement, his imagination had been seeking a vision of some tremendous social change, involving the uprooting of millions, on which to disport itself. The irrigation of deserts, the leveling of mountains, the control of rain and snow, heat and humidity, and, above all, the remoulding of the human material itself, the disruption of ancient patterns—such dreams of power and mastery, far more than its fraternal aspect, were what had attracted him to communism, and his disillusionment with the Movement had sprung largely from its concentration on narrowly nationalistic aims and its abandonment of an insurgent ideology. This imagination of his was too graphic for war to fill the bill for it; he groaned as he heard a fancied bomb land and shrank from the jet-projectile. Not since the opening of the Moscow subway had an event of large dimensions moved him to creative identification, and now, increasingly, as he observed the needle of the meeting swing slowly back to Leo, he felt himself more and more attracted by the very grandiosity of the plan. “Stranger things have happened,” he remarked with solemnity to Harold, and his mind, like a great derrick, began moving the peoples of the earth, out of their old folkways and into a new dynamic. “For this we would need atomic energy,” he declared softly, after a few moments of calculation. “It is always so in history. The problem and the solution come at the same time.”


  On this note of tentative willingness the meeting broke up. Joe Lockman, who had absented himself during the final discussion, appeared in the doorway to summon them for a fireworks display, which, through the offices of a novelty wholesaler in Quincy, he had been arranging for the past week. It had grown completely dark. The younger children were roused from their cots in an improvised dormitory; the older children were called from the lounge, where, with that peculiar lack of initiative characteristic of the dawn of life, they had been playing their eternal game of cards—everyone gathered on the lawn or on the deep verandah, which went nearly three-quarters of the way around the hotel and widened, facing the mountains, to form a kind of jutting deck. Into the limitless night the rockets and Roman candles were launched in a magical colored procession of fountains, sprays, constellations, arcs, spirals, lone brilliant stars cutting a great swath through the heavens and dropping uncompanioned into darkness. On the lawn, the huge maples could be seen outlined in the flashes of light, their gnarled, ancient, peaceable shapes assuming a baroque and terrible aspect. Joe, having hastily quitted his post at the urging of Haines and Jackson, was sketching on the verandah with the help of a pair of flashlights held stiffly before him by Susan in the attitude of an acolyte with tapers. Whistler’s Nocturne had inspired him to improve on it; he was attempting to trace the myriad paths of the rockets as though to grasp the secret of movement, but depressed by the slowness of his pencil, he flung it down in despair. The air was cold and damp; some of the youngest children began to whimper; others were admonished by their mothers to pay attention to the show. The display itself began to fizzle out, like the promise of the rockets in the sky. The bursts of stars came more sparsely; the same types began to recur—the novelty wholesaler was only human and the poverty of his resources was soon manifest, particularly to the children, whose criticisms were hastily shushed. That sense of longing for the infinite, of regret, and a certain dispiritedness produced by all mechanical marvels, commenced to be generally felt; half-ashamedly, the colonists were wishing themselves in their warm, protected beds. Yet the last golden-white spray as it spent itself forlornly in the void evoked a sigh of disappointment. “I could have watched that for ever,” they assured Joe as they parted.


  


  Taub woke up the next morning in a singularly good mood. A strawberry picnic was planned for noon in the high meadow. A holiday had been declared from the fields, and the company was to spend the morning in the woods picking the small wild strawberries, and then converge at twelve on the meadow, where they grew in the greatest abundance, and with the sun-warmed flavor of wine. A prize would be awarded to the person with the fullest basket. The discovery of these little berries had been an event of the richest significance to Taub. He recalled having gathered such berries with his mother in the dark forests of the Carpathians, and his first instinctive reaction had been one of startled unbelief when one of the children had come running into the kitchen, where he was meditatively drying the dishes, with the news that there were strawberries in the woods. “Impossible!” he had exclaimed to Susan, but he had gone out to see for himself, and confronted with the tiny, half-ripe fruit, he had stood agog with the coincidence, turning a berry over and over doubtfully in his big fingers, like a jeweler appraising a diamond. The minuteness of the fruit and its rarity, together with the memory of himself, small and uniquely valued by the guardian presence of his mother, had struck him with awe and reverence. He felt his character soften and an unwonted tenderness invade him, as tactfully and even piously he wrapped the little fruit in his handkerchief to take home and show to his wife. A sense of restored continuity soothed his locative anxiety; Utopia appeared as the sequel to a story begun in his childhood, and the fact, which he slowly ascertained after many surreptitious woodland strolls, that the colony not only had these wild strawberries but had them in a greater plenitude than he had ever known in his homeland topped off nostalgic sentiment with the creamy self-satisfaction of the well-pleased entrepreneur.


  The season being a tardy one, the fruit had reached its peak on this Fourth of July weekend. It had not rained for some days, so that the kitchen garden needed no weeding, and the berries were in perfect condition. In the main kitchen, Katy and Eleanor Macdermott were frying great pans full of chicken, and Nelly Boardman, the illustrator, was preparing a freezer of vanilla ice cream for Haines and the young veteran to crank. Taub and Cynthia, with their basket, set off rather late to the forest, arms interlinked, and leaning slightly on one another, with an air of mutual solicitude, like a fond elderly couple who have supported life’s trials together. The strawberries had drawn them closer; for Cynthia, too, they held memories of a lost idyllic period when, during a summer at Fontainebleau as a young lady, she would eat fraises des bois on a Sunday in an upper dining room of Lapérouse and dream of the career ahead of her in the great world of fashion. The Taubs’ disparate reminiscences fructified each other and revived the romance between them—the consciousness of social difference which had attracted them to each other had become somewhat blurred by their years of association. Cynthia was estimating, more for her husband’s pleasure than her own, what a serving of these berries would cost at a fashionable restaurant today (presuming, of course, that one could get them), and Taub’s flat black eyes bulged naïvely at the figures she mentioned; an ejaculation of pain escaped him as if from the region of his pocketbook. Neither husband nor wife was a good picker; they bent arduously from the waist. A sense of their joint dignity would not permit them to squat—and their eyes were too nearsighted to distinguish the round, serrated strawberry leaf from the pointed wild blackberry. Nevertheless, they were content, though the bottom of their basket was barely covered and Taub had begun to think that whatever price could be charged for them would result in a loss to the picker. Halfway through the morning they sat down to rest and idly listened for bird calls, in which Cynthia was instructing her husband. Thus it happened that they heard, quite close to them, the sound of an automobile motor.


  This noise startled them both; they had no way of accounting for it. The cars belonging to the colonists were jacked up in a shed; once every fortnight an oil truck made its way down the rutted drive, but no other vehicles were expected, and the drive, in any case, was more than the distance of the meadow from the place in the pine-trees where they sat. They listened for some moments but did not hear it again, and they had almost come to the conclusion that perhaps they had been mistaken when they heard a man’s voice, speaking quite near them and in a gruff accent they did not recognize. With a quickening alarm that was not altogether rational, they struggled to their feet, and Taub, parting the underbrush, peered through into the meadow. In a moment, with his finger to his lips, he beckoned to Cynthia to join him, and looking through the opening he indicated, she saw a strange trio, a man, a woman, and a child. Just beyond them, in the meadow, was parked an old car, and, as Taub and Cynthia watched, the three got out pails, the man assigned stations to the others, and they began to pick, very rapidly, like experts who knew the terrain.


  Will’s first impulse, and also his second, was to return to the big house for help. Cynthia dissented in an undertone, puckering her eyebrows disdainfully; there were times when her husband’s caution moved her to a just impatience. “Say something to them,” she urged, but Taub shook his head angrily, and a look of conjugal fury flashed from his narrowed eyes. “Then I will,” she announced, hoping to shame him into action, but Taub had already left her, and, seeing nothing else for it, being a precisian of her word, Cynthia stepped into the meadow, and addressed the strangers in her thinnest and politest voice. “I beg your pardon,” she said. The child looked briefly up, but the man and woman went on picking, without a sign of having heard her. “I beg your pardon,” she repeated more distinctly, but again no one responded and not knowing what to say further, her spine stiffening with terror, she drew back into the woods as noiselessly as possible, and as soon as the bushes closed behind her, trotted breathily, teetering on her high heels, back to the main house, where Will had only just preceded her.


  Katy Norell, on the verandah, was questioning Taub’s story with a troubled face. Cynthia recounted what had happened to her, and Katy listened incredulously; Eleanor Macdermott came out from the kitchen to lend a semi-official ear. “They couldn’t have heard you, Cynthia,” Katy declared with positiveness. “No one would behave that way.” Cynthia tossed her curled head and made a moue of annoyance. “Go up and look for yourself.” “Better wait for the men,” counseled Eleanor Macdermott, and, as if to dismiss the matter, she moved to the door with a shrug. Katy put out a hand to detain her. “Eleanor,” she begged, thoroughly perturbed, “hadn’t we better do something?” Eleanor shrugged again. “Go up and look if you want to,” she threw out curtly, evading Katy’s hand. “Does it really make so much difference to you?” she added, half in curiosity, half in rebuke. Katy flushed. As a matter of fact, she had been mentally counting the strawberries that could be picked while the group on the porch delayed; her imperious love of pleasure had attached itself to the day’s outing, and the invaders in the meadow seemed to her to have been sent by some malign destiny expressly to cross her will. Recovering from her confusion, she saw the Taubs examining her with a certain morose satisfaction, as though to say, Now it has happened and you see where Utopian ideas get you. This complacent scrutiny put her at once on her mettle. The challenge of the pickers would have to be met and answered. And though she longed for her husband or Haines or Macdougal to come and meet it for her, her very isolation, the unfriendliness of her three companions became, as she inwardly debated, a greater incentive to action. Nervous and shy with strangers, fearful of disapproval, unsure of her own motives, she was driven by these qualities to assume an attitude of confidence that would put the others to shame. “I’m going up and speak to them,” she announced, just as she had decided that it was wiser not to do so—confronted with any difficult problem, Katy always made two decisions; the second remedying the moral weakness that was disclosed to her by the first. No one tried to deter her, and she set off alone up the hill, hoping to hear behind her the voice of a friendly colonist and assuring herself that the unbroken stillness meant that the pickers were gone.


  In all her fears of what was about to happen (the fear of being screamed at, of being abused, of having coarse language used to her, of being impudently flouted), the fear of physical violence did not figure: nor did she imagine that the trespassers would ignore her, for she was accustomed to a great deal of attention. She came into the meadow, therefore, and walked quite decisively to a point almost in the middle. The pickers appeared to be of the very poorest farmer class. “How do you do?” she said, looking at none of them in particular. “We don’t mind your picking, but would you leave some of the strawberries for us?” She smiled timidly and went on. “I suppose you’ve been coming here for years and nobody ever bothered you before, but unfortunately we’ve bought the place and we’re going to be picking ourselves here in about half an hour.” The man muttered something and they all stopped picking for a moment, with surly but tentative expressions as though waiting for what she would say next. What they were expecting of course, was for her to pronounce the words, “Get out,” or to implement in some manner the declaration of ownership she had just made. And she herself felt that something more was called for, but the pronunciation of those words was simply impossible to her, why, she could not afterwards be sure, whether from the fear of being disobeyed once she had irrevocably given an order, or from some natural democratic feeling which prohibited the brusquerie of such a speech. That anyone would refuse to leave a property on which he was poaching, when the situation was put to him equably, was something so foreign to the stiff pride and self-consciousness of her nature that she could hardly compass what was happening, and stood for a moment rooted to the spot while they watched her, not yet commencing to pick again but making no motion to go. “Won’t you leave some for us, please?” she repeated. At this the man snorted, emboldened, it seemed, by her nervousness, and raised his hand abruptly in a rude and half-menacing gesture. To threaten to call the police (the first recourse of the bourgeois mentality) struck her as foolish and futile; imagining that these people read her mind, she dismissed the thought hastily, for she did not wish them to divine how unprotected she was, how unable both morally and physically (would they guess that she had no telephone?) to make an appeal to the law. Mustering all her forces, she turned and walked firmly away from them, as though her mission were completed, and did not quicken her step until just as she gained the road she heard the woman’s shrill voice behind her shouting obscene imprecations. Half-dazed and unable to think connectedly, turning her ankles, Katy stumbled homeward, mechanically constructing arguments which she might have used to put the colony’s title to the strawberries in terms that would win anyone’s sympathy—the rights of legal possession she was ashamed to invoke again. We need them, she heard herself pleading. Remembering the hampers of chicken, the young lettuces, and the freezer of ice-cream waiting on the verandah, she felt sure that this exquisite picnic constituted an inalienable right to the delicacy around which it had been planned. Those brutal people up above were incapable of appreciating the strawberries; they would simply cram them down their throats or take them to the market and sell them. This argument, with its aesthetic claim, its appeal, as it were, to the strawberry (By whom would you rather be eaten?) convinced Katy herself; yet the impossibility of using it to them as an instrument of gentle persuasion induced in her all at once a feeling of intellectual helplessness, to which force appeared the only answer. “We have got to get them out of there,” she exclaimed desperately, running up the porch stairs. “Preston!” she cried, as her husband rose from a lounge chair. “You go up and get rid of them!”


  Preston’s slender back had already stiffened. During Katy’s absence, most of the younger colonists had drifted up to the porch, and a quarrel was in progress between them and the older realists as to whether she had done rightly or wrongly in tackling the poachers herself. All the latent hostilities of the past six weeks had sprung into the open, though, as often happens, the disputants had lined up in what would have seemed to be the reverse of their normal positions. The young people, perhaps from loyalty to Preston, were defending Katy’s action, while the older members were furiously condemning her for individualistic conduct. No principles were being invoked: Macdermott, Haines, and many of the others had not returned yet; and Francis, the young divine, stood apart with Eleanor Macdermott, following the struggle dispassionately, arms folded, judicious, as though watching a Christmas pantomime or refereeing a game of soccer in the parish yard. Preston, silent and angry, glared steadily at Cynthia Taub; he lost his head quickly in argument, like a young boy in liquor. A zealot of the personal, he did not care who was right. He had always detested the Taubs, and the fact that they were now daring to criticize Katy in his hearing was a piece of effrontery that took his breath away. Katy’s suppliant cry went straight to his boyish vanity. Indifferent to the strawberries, not bothering to give or hear reasons, acting principally from defiance, a prime mover with him, he leapt showily over the porch rail and struck off directly up through the fringe of pine forests, disdaining the curved road. The young veteran, who after nearly two months in the colony was still afraid to voice an opinion, now felt encouraged by Preston to do what impulse had been dictating, and without saying anything to anyone, he hurried to Joe’s bedroom, took his rifle down, slipped out the back door with it and followed Preston over the hill. Katy saw him go, but a stupid fatalism held her silent and she did not express her alarm and misgiving until he was out of sight.


  “Why didn’t you stop him?” Taub demanded roughly, seizing her by the arm and shaking her. An uncontrollable fear and hatred of violence gave him a baleful aspect; the watery whites of his eyes grew bloodshot and he bared his teeth in a rasp of fury. “I don’t know,” cried Katy. “A-a-a-h,” cried Taub, dropping her arm, and mimicking her sarcastically, “You don’t know,” and pacing up and down the porch, he repeated the phrase over and over with varying inflections of disbelief. Katy bowed her head. Francis touched her shoulder, absolving. “It seems improbable that he will use it,” he said. “Of course not,” said Irene, coming up and taking Katy’s hand soothingly; but no one else spoke. This young veteran was an unknown quantity to nearly all of them; he and Irene kept themselves a little withdrawn from the older people; presumably, they were in love. “Trigger-happy,” muttered Taub abruptly, having located this term in his portfolio, and as if in answer to his thought there came the sound of a shot and then another and another. Katy screamed and rushed to the edge of the porch; she was certain her husband had been murdered. “You fool,” said Taub, grasping at her. “Do you want to be killed too?” Eleanor Macdermott, who had been standing with compressed lips, gestured to Taub to release her. “The children are out there,” she acidly reminded him, and Katy, with a new cry of horror, collapsed weeping on the steps. Joe and Mac appeared from the woods with their pails. “What’s going on?” Mac demanded. At this moment, Preston and Bill, the veteran, emerged from the direction of the high meadow, talking with great animation and clearly in the most carefree spirits.


  “Aw, we just took a pot-shot or two,” the veteran called out blithely. “I imagine they’ll be going along,” remarked Preston in his murmurous voice, coming up to the verandah rail and patting Katy’s hand. “Roger,” answered Bill. “Mission executed.” Both factions on the porch exchanged uncomfortable glances. “But you might have killed someone,” exclaimed Harold Sidney plaintively. “Blanks,” explained Bill, laughing. “Merely a show of force.” “You shot at them?” asked Macdermott. “Oh, no,” said Preston. “We just passed the time of day and then went off to do some target-practice.” Joe’s gray face had turned yellowish. Unable to credit his ears, he put a horrified question to Taub, who, arms crossed, sat on the railing, nodding, his lips pursed in Rhadamanthine disapproval. Taub flicked a thumb toward Katy, to indicate the source of the trouble, but Joe ignored the gesture. “You’ve done a terrible thing,” he said solemnly, going up to the two young men and putting a hand on the shoulder of each. “You’ve driven a man and his family off this property with a gun.” “But they were picking our berries; we asked them to leave politely,” put in one of the women. “Who did that?” cried Joe, wheeling swiftly around and confronting the others. Katy indicated herself, and Joe dropped backward a step. “I never thought this could happen here,” he declared, meting out his words slowly, as if unwillingly, and shaking his hawk head. “Have they gone?” he asked, after a moment of silence. As he turned back to question the young men, his nearsighted eyes for the first time focused on the gun. He had been taking it for granted that it belonged to the veteran, but now, as he came nearer and peered at it, frowning, the unthinkable became a certainty. With a short, violent gesture, he seized it from Bill’s shoulder and shoved him to one side roughly as he spun around to the verandah, his jaw tightening. “Who gave him authority to go to my room?” he demanded. There was no answer. “Good,” he declared, and without another word turned and marched off to the tool shed, while the colonists waited uneasily. In a few moments, he was back. Striding to the middle of the lawn, where Preston and Bill were still standing, he held something aloft and signaled for attention.


  “Here,” he announced. “I want you all to see this.” He opened his raised hand and disclosed a hinge and a padlock. He passed it slowly before them, pausing for an extra moment to urge it on the veteran’s gaze. “Enough said,” he declared tersely. “This is going on the door of my room.” He took a screwdriver out of his pocket and turned on his heel. There was an awestruck silence. Macdermott scratched his beard and sent a questioning look at the minister. Francis nodded. Mac stepped to the edge of the verandah.


  “Wait a minute now, Joe,” he called out authoritatively. “That’s a side issue. Let’s decide now what we’re going to do about the pickers.” He moved down to the lawn and a group of the others followed him. Margaret, the minister’s wife, obeying a quick glance from her husband, went up gaily to Joe and twining her arm in his began to pace the lawn with him; in a few minutes, she had relieved him of the padlock. “Let’s get rid of this nasty thing,” she cajoled, as if speaking to a child, and before he could resist her, she had tossed it off into the underbrush. “Sure,” said Macdermott, joining them, and taking Joe’s other arm. “Take it easy,” he remonstrated, with a cautionary glance at the verandah, where charge and countercharge were continuing. “Property is theft, you know, ha, ha!” he added, laughing more effusively than he had intended. The business-man’s eyes protruded. “Say that again,” he demanded. Macdermott repeated the quotation, more lamely, as he became conscious of a gulf between him and the manufacturer which he had never really noticed before. Joe swung around and looked him searchingly in the eyes. “Do you really believe that?” he asked. Macdermott nodded. Joe turned to the minister’s wife. “You too?” he pleaded. “Of course not,” said Margaret kindly. “Come now, we must all be good.”


  With a querulous movement of the shoulders, Macdermott shook off her arm. “Count me out,” he advised, his voice sharpening with anger. “We don’t stand for the same things, apparently.” The last word had a sarcastic bitterness which he emphasized by a short, cynical laugh. He was nettled by Margaret’s tone and the blandness of her desertion, and was setting out, quite deliberately, to localize the irritation he felt with himself, her, Joe, the intruders up above, Bill and Preston, strawberries, the anomalous, change, by working himself up into a shouting rage, going at it with increasing certainty as his own remarks convinced him that he had something to be angry about. “You pretend to believe in the Gospels!” he burst out, suddenly fierce and vociferous, leveling a forefinger at her as though it contained ammunition. “Francis ‘pretends,’ ” corrected Margaret, with a smile. Macdougal pulled up short in amazement. “Aren’t you his wife?” he demanded, losing his sense of grievance in an immediate feeling of intense curiosity—the idea that a husband and wife could hold separate theories of life was as foreign to his comradely practice as the idea of separate bedrooms. “Let’s not get personal,” said Joe, interrupting him with impatience. “There’s a problem up there to be solved.” Macdermott, who had not forgotten the intruders, frowningly bit his lips. Remembering that he had entered the scene in the role of mediator, he would, in some way, still have liked to make common cause with the business man, whose hospitable attitude toward the strangers had struck him at first as refreshingly human in comparison with the behavior of his friends. But, as he examined his feelings, somewhat to his surprise he found himself siding more and more with Bill and Preston, and regarding Joe’s stern and unrelenting profile with a sharp disfavor. The young men had violated a convention of the commercial world, where the handshake and the banner of welcome were axioms of intercourse—this, Macdermott suddenly divined, was what had shocked the older man and made him now zealous to undo the damage, like the proprietor of a store where a clerk has offended a customer. The idea that the colony’s good will existed in Joe’s mind as a perfectly tangible asset now became shocking in its turn to Macdermott’s bohemianism. He did not justify the young men for resorting to fire-arms, but the fact that the pickers had turned nasty when addressed peaceably by a woman presented, as he further considered it, more and more of a poser.


  Faced with the old stickler of what he would do if a foreign soldier were raping Eleanor, he had always taken (jesting) refuge in the story told of an English man of letters—“I should endeavor, sir, to get between them.” But to tell the truth, as he ruefully admitted, in international affairs he felt himself on firmer ground. Had he been present on the verandah, he would probably, like Katy, have gone up and tried to persuade the pickers to content themselves with a modest share. A surly and obdurate refusal was something his mind was not equipped to cope with; morals to him were a chess problem in which the opening gambit elicited a set response, and the errors of modern society he laid simply to failure to use the unconventional opening advocated in his magazine’s pages. “Suppose,” offered Margaret demurely, “we ask them to join our picnic.” Macdermott halted, impressed—the gentle strategies of the vicarage were something new to his experience. “Sure we’ll invite them to join us—if we find them there, which I question.” And suddenly he began to chuckle. “You’ve found the non-violent answer,” he declared, clapping her fondly on the back. “It’s the surest way of getting rid of them.”


  “We haven’t seen the end of this,” Taub was prophesying grimly, when the group finally gathered on the porch; his analogical intellect had reverted to the insurrectionary period which he had witnessed as a boy, in his homeland, and he imagined the hotel set on fire, the wells poisoned, the henhouses raided, the bicycle tires punctured by an aroused and vindictive peasantry, set on by the three in the meadow. How quickly he and Cynthia could remove to a place of safety was the principal question in his mind.


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Taub,” exclaimed Macdougal. “You’re not in feudal Europe.” He recalled a statement of Gandhi’s that to refuse to fight is best, but that to fight is better than to run—the soldier is superior to the coward; and with the assurance of authority behind him, he advanced into the fray. “Let’s show them the power of our numbers,” and he picked up a hamper and swung it up on his shoulder.


  But the trespassers, as it turned out, had already left the meadow with only the crushed berries in the deep tracks of their tires to show that they had ever been there. It was almost a disappointment to the colonists to find, when they began to pick, no signs of a previous comer; the meadow, with its scattering of late white strawberry flowers, had a look of undisturbed serenity—had the intruders not been seen picking, no one could have believed in their reality; clearly, they had been scared off in time. The excitement of the past half-hour quickly assumed a dreamlike character; the members kept looking back at the car tracks to assure themselves that there had indeed been a danger, and gradually the absence of the strangers began to be felt as a positive embarrassment. Now that the crop was secure, no one felt satisfied with a victory that fell short of an ethical triumph. “Such a fuss over a few little berries,” Eva kept exclaiming, as she measured the contents of the baskets. “The big ones are so much nicer—what a pity we couldn’t have had them!” For once, she was not corrected. “Now, Mom,” said Joe, as she spat a hull disdainfully from her lips, but he was aware suddenly of a comradeship with her which put the others in the cold. Only the children picked with any real enthusiasm. “Those bad people tried to steal our strawberries,” a five-year-old was chanting. “Hush,” said his mother quickly, looking over her shoulder as though the ghost of the trespassers were lurking off in the pine shadows, ready to take offense. The prize was awarded to Katy in an atmosphere of forced congratulation; she was known to be the best picker, but her proficiency today seemed immoderate.


  It was not at first openly acknowledged that the picnic had been spoiled; the morale of the colony was too bruised and shaken by the encounter, but as the lunch hampers were opened and the sharp red wine began to circulate, the members drew apart from each other and, forming small circles, lowered their heads and voices, to allot blame and forgiveness and to moralize on the event. A phase of the colony had ended, everyone privately conceded; something had been lost that was perhaps an essential ingredient—a man can live without self-respect, but a group shatters, dispersed by the ugliness it sees reflected in itself. The distaste felt by some, Susan and Danny Furnas, in particular, was so acute that they questioned the immediate validity of staying on in a colony where such a thing could take place. The fault, in their view, lay with no single person, but with the middle-class composition of the colony, which, feeling itself imperiled, had acted instinctively, as an organism, to extrude the riffraff from its midst. The fact that the incident had occurred spontaneously and almost against the will of the very members who had taken part in it was, to their minds, the most discouraging feature. “It happened too fast for them,” Danny’s wife put in excusingly. “They didn’t have time to think. We should make it a rule that nobody can take it on himself to execute colony business.” “Baby, you can never make rules to cover such situations, that’s the whole trouble,” said Danny. “Nice people like these,” he waved a chubby finger, “are always all right, unless you take them off guard. Let’s admit, to start with, that these folks have learned a lesson. If, in a couple of weeks, we get some raspberry pickers, you’ll see Katy or Cynthia running out with a silver dish—‘Would you care to use this?’ ” he mimicked Cynthia’s accent.


  Susan and Helen laughed. But a little frown of anxious perplexity wrinkled the fair, thin skin of Susan’s forehead. “Still, Danny, that would be an improvement. Don’t you think so?” she asked with her usual after-flurry of alarm. Danny’s lower lip protruded thoughtfully. “Y-es,” he conceded. “I suppose you could say that. But something else will come along, something we can’t predict—if we could, you could make a rule for it,” he affectionately poked his wife, “and the organism, unprepared, will react to it according to its own rules, the ones it was born with. And then we will have another mass repentance.” He yawned and sank back in the grass. “Let’s hope that our next visitor will be an escaped convict.”


  “Let us ask ourselves why we feel bad,” said Leo equably to Macdermott. “True, we behaved unsociably; that can’t be denied. But aren’t we being a little pharisaical in taking all the blame to ourselves? Supposing these pickers had been nice, co-operative people, and when Katy went up to talk to them, they had picked a few berries and left—how would we feel? We would feel fine, eh?” Macdermott uncertainly nodded. “Now suppose we had let them bully us into giving up the berries, how would we feel?” “Bad,” admitted Macdermott. “So therefore we feel bad because the pickers are bad people, is that right?” “Yes,” said Macdermott. “What follows?” “Why, nothing,” said Leo. “Let’s just get it clear what we are depressed about.” Macdermott fitted a cigarette into his holder and sat thoughtfully looking out toward the black range of the Taconics, following with his mind’s eye the Appalachian system down the rocky spinal column of Eastern North America, touching the anthracite ribs of Pennsylvania, the bituminous back of West Virginia, the dim extremities of the Great Smokies, and his heart, as he smoked, grew large with a pure and impersonal regret.


  Katy and Preston Norell sat with Bill and Irene, conversing sparsely and coldly, and getting disagreeably drunk as the jug passed between them. They felt that the colony was on the verge of dissolution unless some tremendous effort were made at once to save it, but their imaginations were unequal to formulating what this should be. Irene looked to her teacher for a sign that she might follow, and, failing to receive one, slumped into a childish melancholy. She set her thin lips and ceased to speak altogether, blaming Katy, the colony, and everyone older than herself for their inadequacy to her personal standards; all the sympathy for the disaster she was envisioning, she lavished youthfully on herself. The faint wrinkles by Katy’s eyes, the few threads of grey in her brown hair, presented themselves in this northern noonday with an ugly distinctness. Irene studied them without pity, as if they were a moral blemish her teacher had been concealing from her and which she now took a mordant satisfaction in unmasking. “We’re going for a walk,” she suddenly announced, pulling herself to her feet, and brushing her skirt fastidiously. She took Bill’s arm and they strode off on their long legs into the forest, leaving their dessert uneaten.


  Taub, perceiving that the Norells were alone, made his way slowly over to them. Restored to kindliness by the lunch he had eaten and by the assurances of the majority that there was nothing more to fear from the poachers, he felt a desire to make amends for his hastiness on the verandah and also to point to the moral so aptly illustrated by the incident. No sense of reproach remained in him. “Human nature, Katy,” he remonstrated playfully, wagging a finger at her. “That’s the thing you leave out.” “Mine, you mean, or those pickers?” asked Katy, sitting up. “Both!” enunciated Taub, with the air of a master theorist. “Force,” he declared softly. “That’s what we all understand. You have it in you, Katy,” he continued, almost in a whisper, and with a hypnotic stare of his black eyes. “You gave yourself away on the porch.” Taub, too, was a little drunk and was swaying slightly on his feet, as he leaned caressingly down toward her, his eyes damp and glittering, like a magnetic confessor of women. Katy felt slightly repelled. “You had to use force to get rid of them—admit it for once, Katy.” He leaned still closer to her, urgent, masterful, persuasive.


  “You conceive the problem incorrectly,” she declared, straightening herself up and articulating with that unnatural distinctness that betrays that the speaker has been drinking. Her mind, however, was lucid. “If the problem is to get rid of the berry pickers, it follows that force is the answer—to that extent, you are right. Ultimately, it will have to be resorted to, if they will not respond to moral coercion, which is simply force still withheld. But,” she went on, growing more excited, “supposing there is no problem, but simply an event: the berry-pickers are in the meadow; the sun is in the sky. If you do not wish to eject them, there is no problem, there is only an occurrence.”


  Taub shrugged; he did not understand what she was getting at. “Do you know why the saints and the moral philosophers call for a rule of abstinence and chastity?” she asked eagerly, as if this question had been a perpetual source of difficulty to her listener. Taub shrugged again. “I’ve never been sympathetic to it either,” admitted Katy, “but just now I’ve seen what they mean. The body is not evil, and the body’s objects are not evil—the strawberries are ethically neutral. But if these corporeal things become the object of a mental desire, the result is an impurity, which is evil. A mental desire of material things is always bad—sex becomes pornography; hunger becomes greed or gourmandism—you follow me?” Taub nodded succinctly. “The mind, properly speaking, must desire only its own objects, love, formal beauty, virtue. But if the mind is not trained to distinguish its objects from the body’s, it confuses the two. It constructs the whim for the strawberries into an ethical demand; it appears, then, to the mind that it needs the strawberries and is therefore morally justified in any action it may take to secure them. But since the strawberries are a material thing, they can, in the last analysis, only be secured by force, which is physical necessity. If we had been hungry,” she added, “there would have been nothing inconsonant in putting up a fight for the strawberries. However, since our desire for them was mental, one strawberry would have served as well as a hundred, and there should have been no need of disputing possession, for two minds can hold an object simultaneously.”


  Taub ruminated for a moment. The strawberries of Carpathia-Ruthenia stirred restlessly in his imagination, as though to say, Yes, we are here. “There is something in what you say,” he remarked cautiously. “Asceticism,” continued Katy, “is simply an extreme method of accomplishing this necessary separation—you browbeat and degrade one half. To train the mind is more difficult,” she interjected with a flash of sadness. “The problem for the colony is not to confuse its material triumphs with the triumph of its idea. There is nothing here,” she gestured vaguely into the blue distance, “which the colony cannot do without. That is what we should be concerned to demonstrate. We’ve shown that we can do without cars and electricity, but we ought also to show that we can do without our butter churns and oil lamps and go back to washing-machines and Mixmasters, if it seems necessary. The colony must not be identified with its implements.” Taub frowned at the last word, which recalled him to the sphere of his ascendancy. “Historically,” he stated, “man is shaped by his economy and his environment.” “Then let us get out of history,” retorted Katy rather sharply. Will’s face abruptly hardened. “Try it,” he suggested with a fleering laugh. “Know yourself, Katy,” he advised her, bringing a large hand down on her shoulder. “You forget that one little thing, the first rule of your philosophers.” He teetered heavily toward her, and Preston, who had been half-listening, looked up in sudden surprise. He was not especially interested in her conversation with Taub, for he knew that Katy was sad and that whenever she was sad she had many new ideas and tried to reform herself and him also. He considered her, on the whole, to be well enough as she was, being himself a little weary of this quest for perfection, which only meant upsetting their habits for a short time and buying, usually, several new objects which would gradually fall into disrepair. This time, he had begun to suppose, she would be asking to send for a prayer-rug. Glancing up at her, however, he felt a quick rush of uxorious pride and reassurance, for her face was lively and sensible, and as he watched her, she commenced to smile broadly. “I?” she said to Taub. “I’m the worst of all. Who did you suppose I was talking about?” Taub gave a short grunt, but, not wishing to appear disconcerted, he decided to treat this as an admission wrung from her by his thumb-screw of analysis. He hastily became genial. “Don’t flatter yourself, Katy,” he said kindly. “You’re just like everybody else.” And imparting to these final words the sonority of a black benediction, he left her, before she should use the occasion to interpose any more of her thoughts.


  Katy lay back on the meadow grass and enlaced her fingers with Preston’s. For some curious reason, she felt suddenly happy and contented. Her conscience no longer troubled her, for in this luminous interlude between drunkenness and sobriety she had divined that her hunger for goodness was an appetency not of this world and not to be satisfied by actions, which would forever cheat its insistencies. She recognized, with a new equanimity, that her behavior would never suit her requirements, not to mention the requirements of others; and while she did not propose to sink, therefore, into iniquity or to institutionalize her frailties in the manner of the realist faction, still, seen in this unaccustomed light, the desire to embody virtue appeared a shallow and vulgar craving, the refracted error of a naïve and acquisitive culture which imagined that there was nothing—beauty, honor, titles of nobility, charm, youth, happiness—which persistency could not secure. And the colony itself, as she considered it, with its energy, its uncertainty, its euphoria, its cycles of recession and recovery, seemed also to have been prismatically imaging the galvanic world down below—in the social field, it had been treating itself as a kind of factory or business for the manufacture and export of morality. The spirits of the colonists rose and fell with the market-quotation of the enterprise; at the moment, its stock was very low. These crises, she foresaw, would shake the colony to pieces, unless a new pattern were discovered.


  Ultimately, Utopia would fail; that was to be expected. But it might survive for many months or for years, if the production of a commodity more tangible than morality could be undertaken. Morality did not keep well; it required stable conditions; it was costly; it was subject to variations, and the market for it was uncertain. Cheese, wine, books, glass, furniture—idly Katy’s mind considered the possibilities a factory might offer, certain that somewhere in this practical realm lay the colony’s true security. But she said nothing aloud, for it seemed to her presumptuous to come forward with a panacea. This was not her part. Moreover, it was still too early. Much remained yet to be suffered, many failures, many humiliations. The colony must settle like a house onto its foundations, creaking and groaning and sighing. Certain visitors must leave it. In the warm sun her eyelids began to droop. Leo’s plan, she remembered; the pamphlet—half-starting up in fright and then sinking back, as she recalled that they had not yet betrayed it; not a day had elapsed since its proposal. The sun beat down on her eyelids, making a red darkness, and suddenly, on the screen of her vision, a scene from the future was projected. She saw Jim Haines—whom she had been missing, as she suddenly realized, during the last hour of the picnic—dressed in his city tweed suit, walking in a pair of orange-brown shoes with a peculiar sidelong gait toward the shed; the light was grey—it was early in the morning. “Hello, there, Katy,” his voice mumbled as if directly into her ear. “Glad I came across you. Meant to mention it earlier. Martha and I are leaving.” And then immediately the rear of the Haineses’ nondescript black car was disappearing bumpily up the driveway, the trunk partly open and a kiddie-coop tied with rope and a lumpy bag of laundry protruding. As Katy stood watching, endeavoring to call, “Stop,” the struggle for articulation brought her back to consciousness. She knew at once that she had been warned of a clear and present danger. Jim Haines was about to abandon them, like a sorely beset husband; the doubt, the hesitation, the scruple had worn out his stock of magnanimity. And yet if he went, all went; the man willing to be shown departed, having seen enough. She made a movement to rise to go to find him; appeasement, explanations, cajolery could hold him a little longer. Her husband’s fingers, squeezing her own gently, deterred her, as if sentient of her thoughts. Haines could not be held; equivocal, slippery, indeterminate, the citizen of open opinions evaded the theoretician’s grasp and returned stealthily to his habits, as if to a gentleman’s club. On the wide canvas of the meadow, crowded with bright, grotesque types, the apostles of a Brueghelesque vision, eating, drinking, disputing, elongated or vastly swollen, she saw the average man stealing out of one corner of the picture, a guilty finger to his lips. And rising apologetically from nearer the center, Joe, an itinerant harvester, was sharpening his scythe, tarrying briefly before the journey to new fields of conquest. Who would remain at the banquet? Drowsily, she began to count on her fingers: Macdermott, Susan, Francis; Preston, Danny, Leo. Taub? she asked herself; then confusing her fingers with her husband’s she lost track of the number and assentingly fell asleep.
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  CHAPTER I


  An Unexpected Letter


  


  WHEN HENRY MULCAHY, a middle-aged instructor of literature at Jocelyn College, Jocelyn, Pennsylvania, unfolded the President’s letter and became aware of its contents, he gave a sudden sharp cry of impatience and irritation, as if such interruptions could positively be brooked no longer. This was the last straw. How was he expected to take care of forty students if other demands on his attention were continually being put in the way? On the surface of his mind, this vagrant grievance kept playing. Meanwhile, he had grown pale and his hands were trembling with anger and a strange sort of exultation. “Your appointment will not be continued beyond the current academic year. . . .” He sprang to his feet and mimed the sentence aloud, triumphantly, in inverted commas, bringing the whole force of his personality to bear on this specimen or exhibit of the incredible.


  He had guessed long ago that Hoar meant to dismiss him, but he was amazed, really amazed (he repeated the word to himself) that the man should have given himself away by an action as overt as this one. As an intellectual, he felt stunned not so much by the moral insensitiveness of the President’s move as by the transparency of it. You do not fire a man who has challenged you openly at faculty meetings, who has fought, despite you and your cabal, for a program of salary increases and a lightening of the teaching load, who has not feared to point to waste and mismanagement concealed by those in high places, who dared to call only last week (yes, fantastic as it seemed, this was the background of the case) for an investigation of the Buildings and Grounds Department and begged the dietitian to unscramble, if she would be so good, for her colleagues, the history of the twenty thousand eggs. . . . A condolatory smile, capping this enumeration, materialized on his lips; the letter was so inconsonant with the simplest precepts of strategy that it elicited a kind of pity, mingled with contempt and dry amusement.


  Still, the triteness of the attempt, the jejuneness and tedium of it, tried forbearance to the limit; at a progressive college, surely, one had the right to expect something better than what one was used to at Drake or Montana, and the very element of repetition gave the whole affair an unwarranted and unreal character, as of some tawdry farce seriously re-enacted. He had been in the academic harness long enough, he should have thought (and the files in the college office could testify) to anticipate anything, yet some unseen tendril of trust, he now remarked with a short harsh laugh, must have spiraled out from his heart and clung to the President’s person, or simply to the idea of decency, for him now to feel this new betrayal so keenly.


  For the truth was, as Mulcahy had to acknowledge, pacing up and down his small office, that in spite of all the evidence he had been given of the President’s unremitting hatred, he found himself hurt by the letter—wounded, to be honest, not only in his amour propre but in some tenderer place, in that sense of contract between men that transcends personal animosities and factional differences, that holds the man distinct from the deed and maintains even in the fieriest opposition the dream of final agreement and concord. He had not known, in short, that the President disliked him so flatly. It was the usual mistake of a complex intelligence in assessing a simple intelligence, of an imagination that is capable of seeing and feeling on many levels at once, as opposed to an administrative mentality that feels operationally, through acts. Like most people of literary sensibility, he had been unprepared, when it came down to it, for the obvious: a blunt, naked wielding of power. And the fact that he had thought himself prepared, he bitterly reflected, was precisely a measure of the abyss between the Maynard Hoars of this world and the Mulcahys.


  The anomalies of the situation afforded him a gleam of pleasure—to a man of superior intellect, the idea that he has been weak or a fool in comparison with an inferior adversary is fraught with moral comedy and sardonic philosophic applications. He sat down at his desk, popped a peppermint into his mouth, and began to laugh softly at the ironies of his biography: Henry Mulcahy, called Hen by his friends, forty-one years old, the only Ph.D. in the Literature department, contributor to the Nation and the Kenyon Review, Rhodes scholar, Guggenheim Fellow, father of four, fifteen years’ teaching experience, salary and rank of instructor—an “unfortunate” personality in the lexicon of department heads, but in the opinion of a number of his colleagues the cleverest man at Jocelyn and the victim, here as elsewhere, of that ferocious envy of mediocrity for excellence that is the ruling passion of all systems of jobholders.


  Mulcahy’s freckled fist came down on the desk. A tall, soft-bellied, lisping man with a tense, mushroom-white face, rimless bifocals, and graying thin red hair, he was intermittently aware of a quality of personal unattractiveness that emanated from him like a miasma; this made him self-pitying, uxorious, and addicted also to self-love, for he associated it with his destiny as a portent of some personal epiphany. As a prophet of modern literature in a series of halfway-good colleges, he had gladly accepted an identification with the sacred untouchables of the modern martyrology—with Joyce, the obscure language teacher in Trieste; with tubercular Kafka in Prague, browbeaten by an authoritarian father; with the sickly, tisane-drenched Proust; with Marx, even, and his carbuncles; with Socrates and the hemlock. He carried an ash-plant stick in imitation of Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus; subscribed to Science and Society, the Communist scholarly publication; and proclaimed the Irish, his ancestors, to be the ten lost tribes of Israel. The unwholesome whiteness of his long, pear-shaped body, the droop of his trousers, his children’s runny noses and damp bottoms, his wife’s woman’s complaint, the sand sprinkling the lashes of his nearsighted, glaucous eyes, which had made him the butt of students, were not antipathetic to him but on the contrary lovable, as a manifesto of ethical difference, like the bleeding holy pictures of his childhood, the yellowed palms from Palm Sunday, the vessel of holy water blessed by the Pope. A symbolist, he was purposefully saturated in a sort of folkish traditional poverty of the lower middle class, in the Freudian family romance—the steam of the tea-kettle and the laundry tub; diapers drying on the radiators and on the rusty shower rod of the bathroom; nightgowns, kimonos, medicine cabinets; the smell of unaired closets; nose rags, cleaning rags, lint, broken toys, potties. He and his wife together dearly loved a midnight “spread,” candy bars, frosted cupcakes, nuts and pickles, second helpings of mashed potatoes; he was defiantly conscious of a porous complexion, bad teeth, and occasional morning halitosis.


  All this, in a progressive community where the casserole and the cocktail and the disposable diaper reigned, where the handsome President and his wife entertained with sherry or sat, Bennington-style, on the floor, listening to Bach and boogie-woogie, had, as he was perfectly aware, a heretical flavor, a pungent breath of class hatred and contempt. He knew, without being told, that he and his wife were criticized for the condition of the children’s clothes, little Mary Margaret, as every wife on Faculty Hill could say positively, having been sent home twice by her first-grade teacher with a note calling attention to the absence of buttons from her dress. But except, he supposed, for the courage of the outstanding boy in his Proust-Joyce-Mann course, he might have remained ignorant of the sobriquet, Dr. Stuck-Up, pinned on him by the campus rowdies, in reference to the bits of toilet paper (the result of cuts when shaving) that sometimes stuck to his chin during the eight-o’clock tutorials, and of the newest slander, spread only ten days ago, that the Student Self-Help Bureau made excuses not to send him sitters, because the girls complained of the smell of urine in the house.


  “Bravo!” he impulsively murmured, blowing a saturnine kiss from his fingertips. “Bis, bis!” The critic in him, he thought, could not help applauding the consonantia of the President’s action; any other dénouement to the saga of his stay at Jocelyn would have been lacking in inevitability. Moving to the casement window, he stared out across the snowy amphitheatre of the campus, down the long line of hemlocks, to the arch of the Administration Building, where the President had his paneled offices. “I congratulate you, Maynard Hoar,” he softly apostrophized, “Carleton College, B.A., Wisconsin, Ph.D., disciple of Alexander Meiklejohn, lover of the humanities, guitar-player, gadfly of the philosophical journals, defender of academic freedom! Accept my felicitations on the clean-cut way you have handled this disagreeable task!” Pondering, he drew out his watch, inherited from an uncle in Tammany, glanced vaguely at it, hearing the Phi Beta Kappa key jingle; he was feeling more than half tempted to take the letter over to the main hall and post it on the faculty bulletin board, before the arrival of his eleven-o’clock tutee could force him to maturer reflection.


  The conviction that it would embarrass Hoar to have the letter made public had come to him just now in a flash, as though by divination. Hoar was counting on his silence. He knew this to be true by a sixth political sense, by a depth-sounding of the bureaucratic character, without yet knowing why, or what use to make of the discovery. A man in Mulcahy’s position (he mimicked the President’s reasoning), a man with Mulcahy’s unfortunate record, could not afford to proclaim this new dismissal from the housetops; he could be reckoned on, in fact, to go quietly, with a letter of recommendation as his price. Mulcahy smiled. What the President apparently did not know, he thought with satisfaction, was the finality of his instructor’s predicament—the literally scores of fruitless letters Mulcahy had written and had had written for him during the year and a half between jobs, when he had lived with his mother-in-law in Louisville while his wife clerked in a department store and he stayed home and wiped the snot from the children’s noses and worked on the Joyce concordance that no commercial publisher believed in. During that year and a half, he reflected, he had had a salutary foretaste of what he could expect in the future from the old friends and teachers who had stood by him thus far, but with what pipe-pulling, pursing of the lips, frowning airs, and due consideration! Jocelyn, their letters now apprised him, was his last chance, though they did not put the caveat in so many words but inquired deftly after Catherine and the children; praised Maynard Hoar, “a humanist and a gentleman,” who was having a hard time, so they heard, between an unruly student-body and an unsympathetic board of trustees; and finished by chiding their friend Hen, half playfully, for “an engaging tendency, apparent already in your undergraduate years, to go off half cocked.”


  Mulcahy’s jaw tightened. He felt a sudden stiffening of the will. What these well-wishers augured for him, what he could augur for himself, he very simply and calmly declined, with thanks. To be fired at this juncture, when he was halfway to tenure, was unthinkable. Consequently, he refused to be fired. The moment he had enunciated this principle, in a cool and dispassionate inner voice, he recognized that from the very beginning he had never taken the President’s letter seriously, never intended to be fired, and had been inwardly self-possessed and resolute while outwardly excited and incoherent.


  Yet it was just this incoherence and illogic, he perceived, beginning to pace the floor again, that constituted the strength of his position. That clear sense of blame and wrong, of the unjustified and the unwarranted, that at the beginning of any dispute dominates the imagination and orders the facts of the case into an appearance of sequence became, as he knew, gradually blurred and was finally lost irrecapturably as the quarrel unfolded in all its organic complexity; he feared this development in the present case, this attrition of the issues, and saw that, in order to win, it would be necessary to shut his mind even to its own settled purpose, to be furious, voluble, contradictory, incapable of “listening to reason.” What was required, in a word, was just that obstinate feigned madness of Hamlet’s, the rejection of all outcomes and explanations, the determination to make trouble, to be inconvenient, obstructive to the general weal, like a sidewalk demonstrator who declines to “move on” when the word from above is given.


  And for that matter, Mulcahy said to himself, dropping into his swivel chair and commencing to polish his glasses, who had the more to lose by publicity, he himself or the college? Was it not Maynard Hoar, precisely, who could not “afford” to have it known that he had got rid of an inconvenient critic—Maynard Hoar, author of a pamphlet, “The Witch Hunt in Our Universities” (off-printed from the American Scholar and mailed out gratis by the bushel to a legion of “prominent educators”); Maynard Hoar, the photogenic, curly-haired evangelist of the right to teach, leader of torch parades against the loyalty oath, vigorous foe of “thought control” on the Town Meeting of the Air? Especially when it so happened that the inconvenient critic had been under fire, not so long ago, by a state legislature for “Communistic, atheistic tendencies,” as evidenced by a few book reviews in the Nation, of all places, a single article in the old Marxist Quarterly (“James Joyce, Dialectical Materialist”), and a two-dollar contribution to the Wallace campaign. A faint speculative gleam appeared in Mulcahy’s eyes; he lodged a third peppermint in his cheek and tapped musingly with a pencil on his teeth, a quick rat-a-tat-tat of estimate and conjecture.


  Confronted with a charge of bias, Hoar, of course, would forensically repudiate any political motive in the termination of the contract, but rumor, working in secret, might tell a different story. . . . Mulcahy’s pale eyebrows wryly lifted; he shrugged off a twinge of conscience: in the split modern world, he lightly posited, we are too often the dupes of appearance; let us look at the underlying reality. A year and a half ago (cf. the Convocation Address), Jocelyn had been officially enraptured to welcome Dr. Mulcahy to its staff, as an exemplar, a modern witness to the ordeal by slander, etc., etc., passim (see also the New York Times magazine for the fearless administrator’s account of the factors that influenced his decision), but since then Dr. Fuchs had confessed; Mr. Hiss had been convicted; Mr. Greenglass and others (including a former Jocelyn physics student) had been tried for atomic spying; Senator McCarthy had appeared; at Jocelyn there had been a suicide among the former Students for Wallace, an attack from a Catholic pulpit, the withdrawal of a promised gift, a deepening of the budgetary crisis. And though the college still officially counted on “a swing of the pendulum back to the old native freedoms,” Hoar, only this winter—under pressure, it was said, from the Alumni Fund Chairman—had reluctantly removed his name from the Stockholm Peace Petition. Mulcahy laughed comfortably. To those familiar with Maynard Hoar’s history, he ventured to predict, the dismissal of an outspoken teacher, at this turning point in the college’s affairs, might seem a leetle too opportune, especially if it could be shown that the teacher in question had engaged in political activities of the type now considered suspect.


  Mulcahy sprang blazing to his feet. Surely (he saw it all now) he had been observed at the meeting of the Partisans for Peace, which, it so happened, he had gone to, with no special enthusiasm, at the invitation of a former colleague and fellow-Joycean who was scheduled to speak on the program. He looked in now and then on such affairs out of contempt for mob opinion, as a sheer exercise of his individual liberties, but would Hoar dare deny that his instructor of literature’s presence there had been duly noted and reported on the campus by some vigilant F.B.I. agent?


  He clapped his hand to his head. “Dummkopf!” he cried. “Dummkopf!”—awestruck at his own blindness. The clue had been in his hands as long ago as the Christmas reception. Hoar had tipped him off, but he, of course, had been too witless to heed it. He began to laugh intemperately, till the tears dampened his eyes, recalling the holiday scene in the President’s living room, the damnable Swedish glögg and pfeffernuesse, candles, yule log, holly, students dressed as waits singing outside the window, and within, on an oak bench, Maynard Hoar, in heavy ribbed sweater, genially asserting that he could as soon, in these times, as president of a small, struggling college, appear at a “peace” rally as be found playing strip poker on Sunday in a whorehouse (laughter). How he, Henry Mulcahy, could have heard these words and failed to apply them to himself passed human understanding; disgust, he supposed, with the falsity of the tone, with the specious air of rueful openness, must have palsied his own powers of inference. Or possibly, he appended, his inner censor had simply declined to pass such rubbish as affecting himself in any fashion. What retort had Hoar expected from him anyway—explanations, promises of amendment, apologies?


  Yet the joke was on Mulcahy this time, he had to admit, chuckling. Here he had been scrupling about ascribing bias to the President when the President had not scrupled to put that bias on record. There could be no doubt, certainly, he interjected, sobering, that he had been warned by Hoar, in public, before witnesses, and that he had seemed deliberately to ignore that warning; worse still, to repulse it. For some flippant demon had led him, of all people present, to frame an answer to Hoar. He had wondered aloud idly: Was Christianity compromised by the Magdalen? To which Hoar had replied, in a voice of cogent rebuke, “I’m unable, Hen, to identify myself with Jesus. I don’t know about you.”


  Nor, prompted memory, a precisian, was that all. Had not Hoar—yes, on that identical occasion—gone on to lay down the principle that the president of a college dedicated to free teaching methods had a duty, in times such as these, not to engage irresponsibly in political activities that could imperil the whole academic structure and in which (school principal’s keen, probing gaze; measured pause for emphasis) he had no deep belief. Seeing how everything fitted together (whom else could this homily have been meant for?), Mulcahy fetched a sigh. The picture of the liberal educator in action was more damning than even he had supposed. It was a case, plainly, for the A.A.U.P. Grievance Committee, a clear instance of political pressure, complete with dates and witnesses. The evidence had been there all along, but he himself, in some recalcitrant part of his moral fiber, had been unwilling to see it. Preferable for humanity’s sake, he thought, frowning, to believe that a teacher was being fired because of a personal vendetta than to know that a public man like Hoar was a lie, from springing curly hair to the soles of his moccasin shoes!


  Mulcahy made a grimace of disgust, conscious suddenly of a moral distaste not only for this nasty specimen of the genus careerist impaled on the pin of discovery but for the task of exposing it to the public eye. And also, for the first time, strangely enough, he felt a certain chill objective sympathy or commiseration for a man who could sink so low, as for an inching worm on which the heel is descending. The certainty that Hoar was deliberately using him as a scapegoat to satisfy the reactionary trustees and fund-raisers afforded him no joy, but, rather, sorrow for the race of men in general and for this particular example of the human kind. And the fact that he, Henry Mulcahy, had it within his power to ruin the man forever, at least in liberal circles (make no mistake, he said to himself bitterly, factual proof is unnecessary; the charge, the mere charge, will be sufficient), inclined him to fellow-feeling. He had seen, he thought, too much of venality in the course of his academic experience to regard Jocelyn’s president as exceptional or exceptionally deserving of punishment. Not being an idealist, he was indifferent to the law of the talion; regrettably, perhaps, but indubitably, he lacked the taste for blood.


  And the threat of exposure in such cases, as one scarcely needed to remind oneself—a pinched, wintry smile sharpened his diffuse features—was generally more effective than the act. Seated at his desk, he tilted his fingertips together in a contemplative triangle, and leisuredly allowed his passion to cool—a favorite amusement of his spare moments and an intellectual tonic. Live and let live, he finally opined, was the most politic motto for the occasion. Maynard Hoar confronted with charges in a faculty meeting or before the A.A.U.P. would have no recourse but to fight, but Maynard Hoar in his office, respectfully urged to “reconsider” by a little ad-hoc committee (“Think, President Hoar, is this the best moment, in the very thick of the battle for academic liberties, to let out a dissident teacher, the father of four children? Is there not, in these times, an obligation to avoid even the appearance of yielding to popular pressures?”) was still, one would guess, open to persuasion. . . . Mulcahy sighed, forgoing the satisfaction of a joined battle; he was conscious of submitting to practicality as to an austere virtue.


  The President (it was always well to remember) had the legal power not to reappoint anyone short of the professorial rank, and though a legal power was scarcely a moral imperative, how many ardent defenders (were the case to be argued in public) of the President’s inalienable right to fire whom he pleased—for the color of his hair or his hatband—would not throng eagerly forward to speak against Mulcahy in the name of lily-white principle, and in the front ranks of the defenders of principle would he not find friends, who had dined with him, who had played with the children, who would be delighted now to lend him money, to write to a friend, the head of an adult-education project and fix him up with a splendid job, teaching nights to illiterates?


  A terse laugh broke from him, and at almost the same moment, the two timid knocks he had been expecting sounded on the door. A young girl’s face appeared, looking frightened. “Dr. Mulcahy?” “Come in, Sheila,” he instructed kindly, taking pains as usual to speak in a soft, solicitous voice. Folding her heavy coat over the back of the side chair, the girl sat down, put her books on the arm, and crossed her thin hands tensely in her lap. She was pale, round-shouldered, reticent, a freshman, the daughter of a commercial artist, whom she reverently invoked as “Daddy.” Her trial-project was American naturalism. Mulcahy’s spectacled eyes assessed her, half pitying: a typical Jocelyn student of the paying sort that had been admitted in the fall by an over-lenient registrar. The thin, blond hair, he observed with interest, was done in a new fashion, braided around her head in two petering-out pigtails—the style of the President’s wife.


  He raised his eyebrows a trifle. This visible sign of the Presidential influence affected him very unpleasantly; he took it as a bad omen for himself and his cause. At the same time, he felt quite detached and made note of it merely as a symptom, a corroboratory straw in the wind. “So that is how the land lies,” he thought, giving an inward whistle. He felt decision form in him, like a clot. While the girl watched him, rabbit-scared, he refolded the President’s letter, creased it incisively with his thumbnail, and dropped it into his file. He performed this action very slowly and deliberately, conscious that the girl would be thinking that the document he was suppressing must have something to do with her grades. “Now Sheila,” he said to her, smiling, idly prolonging her mystification, “I see you are fixing your hair differently.”


  The girl’s face brightened with a start; she glanced at the file somewhat doubtfully, as if seeking a connection. Then she looked up at him and blushed. “Do you like it?” she shyly asked. “Very much, Sheila,” he replied in a grave tone. “It reminds me of my three little girls, with their pigtails. Do you know them, Sheila?” The girl nodded several times and spoke breathlessly. “I’ve seen them with you in the Co-op, Dr. Mulcahy. They’re darling.”


  Mulcahy leaned forward, spontaneously moved. “You must come some time and see the baby boy, Sheila. You’ll like him.” “I’d love to,” breathed the girl. “I love babies.” “He’s sick this morning, though, Sheila,” he confided. “His mother is sick too.” Impulse had been propelling him, almost against his will. He felt himself gliding, by rhythmic easy stages, into the girl’s confidence; the knowledge that there, in the file, lay that which would disrupt her faith in officialdom gave him a sense of power over her and all her virgin classmates, and the fact that he had no intention of letting her in on that knowledge allowed him, he calculated, to carry her to the very verge of discovery with perfect safety to himself. Yet now a slight shifting of the girl’s weight in her chair made him imagine that he had lost his hold on her. Conscious that his delivery had become somewhat false and saccharine, he darted a mistrustful glance into her eyes; what, he thought angrily, did the young care for sickness and sorrow? Very likely, thanks to the Sitters’ Bureau, she had already had an earful of his domestic cares. Her eyes, however, were starry with sympathy and a sort of joyous gratitude; two anxious furrows had appeared between her fuzzy brows.


  “How awful, Dr. Mulcahy,” she whispered. “I know just how you must feel.”


  A smile touched his lips, a trifle coldly. “I doubt whether you do, my dear,” he retorted, stung to shortness by her innocence, her protected life, her “Daddy.” He regarded her, narrowing his eyes, feeling pity for her inexperience, her weak, soft, waxy soul, plastic to all impressions, to himself, to the Hoars. “I doubt whether you do,” he lightly repeated.


  The girl looked at him curiously, waiting for him to go on. He felt a harsh desire to initiate that innocence, to ply it with brute facts, like drink. At the same time, he was aware that he ought to titillate her no longer. Her aroused curiosity was a temptation, which, having savored it, he must now in wisdom put aside. According to academic usage, the man must disappear into the pedagogue. He chose a book from her chair-arm.


  “Sherwood Anderson,” he announced, reading from the spine. “And how did you like Windy MacPherson?” Yet even as he was speaking, he felt another, irresistible force take hold of him, not rudely but almost playfully, like a spring breeze. “Look, Sheila,” he murmured quickly, as if fearful of being overheard or interrupted. “Would you like me to tell you a secret?” The girl nodded, straining forward. He had consolatory visions of student petitions, torchlight parades, sit-down strikes in the classroom. He held her in suspense for a moment—like a conductor, he thought, with raised baton over the woodwinds of her feelings. “This morning, I was fired from Jocelyn.”


  CHAPTER II


  Mulcahy Has an Idea


  


  WHAT THE student, Sheila McKay, replied to his confidence was: how terrible, Dr. Mulcahy; how awful to have to break such a piece of news to your wife. Among the still-filial section of the student-body, the Mulcahys were acclaimed as a very devoted couple, an ideal couple, the girls said; so wrapped up in each other. They were popular, especially, as chaperons at the regular Saturday night dances, with the fat girls, pale girls, pimpled boys, chinless boys who stiffly paired off in the drafty gymnasium decorated with bows of crepe paper, while the rougher element, scornful of the old self-play phonograph or cheap three-piece band, of the basketball nets and the Indian clubs, drove off in its convertible to Gus’s roadhouse or put on its pork-pie hat and buttoned its windbreaker and hitchhiked down the state highway to York or Lancaster or up to Harrisburg or chipped in on a gallon of red wine and made love on the couches of the darkened social rooms. In the brightly lit gymnasium, however, Catherine Mulcahy, née Riordan, led off with a boy-student, her pale-rimmed spectacles folded in their case for the night, her long heavy straight brown hair wound up high with a Spanish comb from which a white-lace mantilla descended. She wore her wedding-dress, a white satin and net concoction with a short train; crystal drops sparkled at her ears; lipstick outlined her thin lips; and the pale, somewhat watery blue of her eyes, the sharp cut of her nose, which ordinarily had a secretarial quiver, were lustered and softened with excitement and a heightened sexual aplomb. “Doesn’t Mrs. Mulcahy look beautiful?” the girls cried to their escorts, identifying Catherine’s triumph over four children, housekeeping, and poverty with their own trepidant emergence from the chrysalis of slacks and blue jeans, with the innocent magic of parties, rouge, low dresses, music, with everything silky, shining, glossy, transfigured, and yet everyday and serviceable, like a spool of mercerized cotton or a pair of transparent nylons reinforced at heel and toe.


  And Dr. Mulcahy, by the serving-table, quaffing fruit-juice punch and crunching cookies, waving jubilantly to his wife, arguing the quantum theory with a physics or a pre-med student, impressed for the boys and girls the die of authority on the gala, as a more personable teacher could not have done. This ugly, a-social man, at home and suddenly garrulous in their midst, shedding his terrors for them as his wife shed her spectacles, imparted to each and every dancer a sense of privileged participation, of having been chosen and honored, as though their act of choice in inviting him set them under a new dispensation, eventfully apart from the rest. These were not the remarkable students but the diffident, unoffending minority who, anywhere else but Jocelyn, would have been on top of the heap; and the knowledge that here the prerogative of extending the invitation weekly, of securing a sitter for the children, fell to them, of all people, rather than to their elders and betters, made them feel almost apologetic; their undeserved good fortune, surely, was a reflection on the Jocelyn system of values.


  In the eyes of such mild maiden freshmen as Sheila McKay and her two roommates, the dances came slowly to be conceived as an object-lesson to the college; this, declared the minority, timidly presenting its bill of particulars, is what we would like Jocelyn to be. To have a good attendance became urgent and exemplary, as winter closed in and beer-cans piled up in the leaf-choked rain-pipes of the boys’ dormitories and the poker-playing crowd kept the girls in the neighboring building awake all night Saturdays and swaggered in, unshaven, to Sunday breakfast in commons, boasting of no-hours sleep. Proselytization for the dances went on, concomitantly, at an intensified pace in the girls’ rooms—“Don’t go to Philadelphia this weekend; stay and go to the dance!” Having been taught by their mothers that the girl was always at fault if the boy drank or took liberties, the missioners applied this principle to the social situation at Jocelyn, and, perched on the foots of beds, in pajamas, with cold cream on their faces, in the bathroom with soap-dish and towel, argued earnestly against weekend absenteeism, indifferentism, laisser aller, capitulation to the status quo.


  They knew that at bottom the inert majority felt as they did: the girls’ rooms they visited were decorated with the same rag-dolls and teddy-bears, pink kewpies won at shooting-ranges, poufs and taffeta comforters, Mickey Mouse lamps, pictures of Mummy and Daddy in silver frames; the boys still had their lariats and bridles, souvenirs of the rodeo, autographed baseballs, bird-books—often, on the athletic field, on a clear fall afternoon, a boy would be seen flying a pale-blue kite into the blue sky. And yet agreement, they sorrowfully learned to recognize, was not tantamount to active adherence. In principle, most would admit that what Jocelyn needed in its social life was a certain modicum of formality and supervision. In practice, few, it seemed, were convinced by the assertion that Dr. and Mrs. Mulcahy had put new life into the dances by taking their chaperonage seriously. The majority would not consent to try out, even once, in action what it gladly conceded in talk, and, tendering promises of “another time,” “ask me later,” “give me a rain-check” (male), would follow the crowd as usual down to Gus’s roadhouse or off and away altogether. What disturbed the advocates of the dances most profoundly was the discovery of a fathomless paradox at the bottom of their friends’ thinking: in following the crowd, against their own will and judgment, they were following themselves, i.e., nobody.


  Moreover, the claim that the Mulcahys took their chaperonage seriously, queer as this sounded as an inducement to youth in a progressive college, actually touched on a vital issue. The tolerance of other chaperons had been the subject of much student dispute. Certain younger teachers had been courting popularity by winking at gross infringements of the rules, allowing the punch to be spiked, hip-flasks to be produced on the dance-floor, necking to go on unchecked; on one occasion, even, marijuana had been smoked on the steps of the gymnasium during intermissions, with the tacit, shrugging knowledge of the faculty-member present. More responsible teachers, asked to serve as chaperons, irritably refused to give their time. Others treated the affair condescendingly, as a lark, coming in late, wearing ski-clothes or rough tweeds patched at the elbows, dancing close with their favorites or with members of their own party—moist-eyed strangers out of the night, wrapped in bright scarves and smelling of liquor. To such teachers, who appeared to live for the pleasure-principle, chaperonage, plainly, was a vast jest or a tiresome imposition; progressive education was a jest, which you winked at and made your living off; the students were comic archetypes, fantastic humors, butts of an educational ideology or else simply fair game, trophies of an impersonal venery—every year there were rumors of seduction, homosexuality, abortion, lesbian attachments, and what shocked the students about these stories, some of them very circumstantial, was the fact that they appeared to take place in a moral vacuum, to leave no trace the morning after; the teacher was at his desk, unchanged, smiling, impassive, and the student’s grade, a C usually in these cases, showed no improvement for the encounter.


  Dr. Mulcahy, of course, was not the only instructor whose domestic life was regular, but he was the only one of the modernists who had a real sympathy for youth. He respected it in its integrity, its conservatism, its quest for forms, laws, definitions, ruling principles. Over his charges on the dance-floor, he exercised a jealous surveillance; woe to those intruders, Baal-worshipers, who tried to spike the punch when he was present. He did not dance, but his eye noted any disorder among the dancers; his plump finger signed; his head beckoned, vigorously nodded with approval when a jitterbugging pair desisted. Jingling a coin in his pocket against his wife’s compact and lipstick, he tested the beat of the music, relayed requests to the band or to the boy in charge of the records.


  To his wife, Catherine, he frequently called out, in his soft, caressive voice, which always sounded coaxing as if it were calling a kitten, to ask whether she were tired, whether he could get her something, obviously for the purpose of receiving her radiant negative, the shake of the white mantilla proclaiming to all present her unquenchable, dauntless vitality. A certain element of tender prearrangement seemed to enter into their public relation, as though she were a film-star and he her discreet devoted manager. The girls loved this, as a sort of testimonial or advertisement of the permanence of romance in marriage. They clustered about the coatroom early to get a glimpse of him on his knees, fumbling with the clasps of her overshoes, while she waited, complacent, tapping her free foot, brightly waving and signaling, powdering her pointed nose. She would kick the overshoes off one by one, with a deft arch of her satined foot and then, with an imperious gesture, slip her old black daytime coat with its fox collar from her strong, full, lotioned shoulders and toss it to him at the coatroom window, with a cry, “Catch, Hen,” clear, bell-like, commanding, and a flash of the even teeth. The conspicuous whiteness and evenness of those teeth gave her beauty an incisory quality.


  Dressed in their “date-dresses” or “semi-formals,” jeweled barrettes in their new-washed hair, the girls gazed at the pair with nudging, sympathetic smiles, like grandmothers watching babies in a play-pen, while the boys, garroted in neckties, their oiled hair striated with comb-marks, stood by with board-like faces, declining to see the meaning the girls squeezed out of this byplay; a few of the taller ones exchanged shrugs of irony that remarked on the married condition and on how the mighty had fallen.


  And yet to the Jocelyn boy who suffered himself to attend these dances the Mulcahys were both “regular” guys. These youths, for the most part, were still squirming in the straitjacket of puberty; their hands trembled when they lit a cigarette; their wrists protruded from their coat-sleeves; they lived in an existential extremity; every instant of communication was anguish. Besides the beer-and-convertible crowd—the ex-bootleggers’ and racketeers’ sons, movie-agents’ sons, the heavy-walleted incorrigible sons of advertising geniuses who had been advised to try Jocelyn as a last resort—the male part of the college included an unusual number of child prodigies, mathematical wizards of fourteen, as well as some spastics and paraplegics, cripples of various sorts, boys with tics, polio victims. There were a deaf boy, a dumb boy, boys with several kinds of speech-defects; there were two boys who had fits, boys with unusual skin diseases, with ordinary acne, with glasses, with poor teeth, a boy with a religious complex, boys who had grown too fast, with long, chickeny necks and quivering Adam’s apples. The girls, by comparison, were blooming, healthy, often pretty specimens, with the usual desires and values, daughters of commercial artists, commercial writers, radio-singers, insurance-salesmen, dermatologists, girls who had failed to get into Smith or nearby Swarthmore, girls from the surrounding region, narcissistic, indolent girls wanting a good time and not choosey, girls who sculpted or did ceramics of animals or fashion-drawing, hard-driving, liverish girls, older than the rest, on scholarships.


  This disparity between boys and girls created an awkwardness at the dances that made them seem like children’s parties, an enforced or legislated pleasure—the girls consciously exercised charity; the boys yielded to coercion. Under the Mulcahys’ auspices, however, all this took on a positive character. Those who were recruited came back again with a growing confidence that such wholesome pastimes were licit, superior, in fact, to the brute pastimes of the majority. The division of labor between husband and wife provided reassurance both to the boys who danced badly and the girls whose feet they stepped on; it gave an authoritative precedent for the differences between the sexes. With Dr. Mulcahy as a model, appearances lost their terrors. A stammer, a cast in the eye invested a cheese-faced boy with clerkly functions—he squinted on his partner from a knot-hole of male assurance.


  Catherine Mulcahy, moreover, had a womanly, Irish way with her that put the boys at their ease. She was only thirty-one and light on her feet; she had a low, warm encouraging laugh; she remembered first names and nicknames, parents’ occupations, where one had gone to school, what one thought of it, where one went for the summer; she was the sort of person who was interested in your birthday, and who could tell you what sign you were born under, your birthstone, and the patron saint of the day. Like the hefty, bantering nurses who helped you undress in the family doctor’s office and knew your weight and how much you had grown in a year and your favorite movie-star, she had a sort of expertise in the gross data of your history that both made you uncomfortable and vaguely stimulated you, as though a cool hand, plumping your biography, patted the secret tissue of your being.


  Henry Mulcahy, on the contrary, had no humor or small talk. He impressed the group of boys present with his indefatigable seriousness. Standing by the buffet, he allowed himself to be bombarded with questions, like a pitcher emerging from a ball-park or a great man arriving on the Queen Mary: “Dr. Mulcahy, what do you think of Whitehead? Do you accept Vico’s cyclical theory? Do you follow Freud or Jung? How do you stand on the veto?” He dispatched each query in turn, coolly, methodologically, meting out his thought in measured lengths, his reddish head bent attentively sideward to his questioner, as though to catch the precise phrasing of the order. Only the athletic coach, speaking of batting averages, winning infield combinations, end-runs, had an exactitude as tireless and considered as Dr. Mulcahy’s, a willingness to be tapped by all comers, as he sat crouched in the shed in his windbreaker. Like the coach, Dr. Mulcahy was sometimes tetchy, irritable with flim-flam and trifling; his mind was on twenty-four-hour patrol against incursions of the vague and the unformulated—women’s talk. In this touch of paranoia, the boys recognized themselves: the masculine principle. Here, while the music played, drifts of boys surrounded him; partners edged off the dance-floor—“Come on, I want to hear this”—listened, and danced again. A senior girl’s voice, plaintive, “Dr. Mulcahy, really, do we have to believe in orgones?” A racketeer’s son, guffawing, pulling his girl forward, “This, I gotta know.” But such questions and such auditors displeased him. He drew himself up; his fists clenched; his moon-pale face darkened; in or out of the classroom, he declined to discuss sex with adolescents. “Take your bull-session to the social room; I refuse to be baited and you know it.”


  He made enemies thus and he welcomed it, welcomed it all the more because those who at one time or another he had to exclude from the dance-floor belonged almost always to the wealthier classes or to one of the powerful factions that ran the campus newspaper or the student-government association. Following such an outburst, the concise smile that hovered on his lips would grow more effulgent as his eye traced the offender out of the hall to the coatroom. His voice, resuming the conversation, was breathy with satisfaction, as though he had been running for a train and caught it. A messenger was sent to Catherine with a bulletin of reassurance: “Tell her, ‘don’t worry, Dr. Mulcahy says; everything has been taken care of.’ ” The boys left behind in the circle eyed each other embarrassed; they observed in the teacher a demand for congratulation that left them cold and stony—sufficiency was what they expected of adults. Yet in the long run the blame, they felt, lay more with those who provoked him than with Dr. Mulcahy himself. He was a good scout, they reasoned out later huskily among themselves, if you knew how to handle him, and, having pointed this out to each other, with recourse to many examples, they vaunted themselves on having found the knack.


  Reports of such incidents naturally circulated. The younger group who attended the dances knew that it was said that Mulcahy wantonly tyrannized over them, that his caprices interfered with their normal pleasures and outlets. This flattered them, whenever they heard it, by making them feel “bigger” than the people who took their cause up, so that their denials had a certain unction: “Don’t worry about us, Mr. Fraenkel, Mr. Furness; we love it; really we do.” The effect was to draw together a little band of truth-seekers who met to tell each the latest, viz., the newest stupidity or distortion. Such slanders or crazy conjectures, the students noted, were especially rife in the Social Sciences Division. Mr. Fraenkel, for example, in Contemporary History, who tutored one of Sheila’s roommates, Lilia Jones, had gone so far as to wonder in conference whether Mulcahy might not have some sort of “hold” on the dance-committee—“a threat, conceivably, Lilia, to lower somebody’s grade?”


  Pink Lilia recounting this interview to her fellow-committee-members spoke in a tense whisper; her fat ringed fingers gripped the conference table of the little room in Students’ basement. “I told him,” she protested, wailing, “that we wanted Dr. Mulcahy, that we loved Mrs. Mulcahy and liked to see her get away from the children. But he just wouldn’t believe me. ‘I can understand, Lilia, that you wouldn’t want to hurt their feelings.’ ” “Fraenkel’s got it in for Mulcahy,” hoarsely summed up a boy’s voice. But Lilia would not allow her tutor to be reduced to a motive; a staunch Social Science major, she saw both sides of every question. “No,” she said, thoughtfully, relinquishing her babyish manner. “I think you simplify. I believe he was trying to help us. He’s a younger man himself, a product of the Roosevelt years, and so he doesn’t understand, just because he’s so close to us, that our generation wants something different, more guidance, more control. Dr. Mulcahy,” she concluded, somewhat primly, “is far enough away from us to see us as we are.” “A-a-ah, what a raw deal, though!” cried another boy, wearily, making a face of disgust. “What’s the guy done that they’re always after him, hounding him, grilling you about him in conference? It stinks.” The committee looked at each other, feeling that something definite was called for. “Do you think we should tell him?” ventured a second girl. “No!” exploded the boy. “ ‘All so eager to make trouble,’ ” he mimicked them. “Leave him alone!”


  Thus it happened that without his knowledge, a silent and even expectant cordon of sympathy had been drawn around Mulcahy and his family. The students had no way of guessing that he would or could be fired; they simply feared the worst, hopelessly, without denominating what it was. The sight of his old gray Plymouth sedan plying the icy back roads at all hours of the day and night, fetching groceries and drugs from the village, sitters from the college, laundry from a Mrs. Schmittlap in a farmhouse, affected his sympathizers with a sort of helpless consternation and humorous wry affection. The very weather, it seemed, was against him. Everything conspired. They heard rumors of unpaid bills, importunate tradesmen, radiators that had burst from the cold, sickness. The old car was a cartoon of man’s afflictions, out of Job by Laurel and Hardy. The roof leaked; the front window was missing; the windshield wiper was broken; the fuel-pump coughed; he was obliged to park on a hill to be sure of getting started. In town, coming out of the movies, four or five students would turn to and push him from the parking-lot where he was stalled. The tires were worn smooth, and the boys who sometimes accompanied him home to fix the furnace or shovel out the driveway could not teach him that the proper thing was to keep your foot off the brake and steer into the skid, so that in consequence he was dependent on the tow-truck and a surly garage-proprietor to whom he already owed money. Walking through the snow to telephone, he continually caught cold. His classes were accustomed to broken appointments, to the typed notice on the door, “Dr. Mulcahy will not be able to meet his students today. See assignment notice in the library.”


  And yet in the darkening afternoons, when he chugged up to the Co-op with Mrs. Mulcahy and the children, leaving the motor running while he hurried them in to the counter for an after-school treat, ice-cream cones and Nabs all around, he and his wife, their noses white-tipped from the cold, were always brisk and merry. The Co-op’s prices, a current campus scandal, meant nothing to him at such moments; he paid festively, without demur, whispering in a child’s ear to offer the temptation of seconds, an Oreo, Necco wafers. In the smoky, crowded room his children whined a great deal, had the ball of ice-cream knocked from their cones, screamed, stamped their feet, clutched the crotch of their snowsuits and cried to go to the bathroom, but he, who flew off the handle so readily in his classes, was in this aspect unfailingly soothing and remedial. “Daddy will spank,” he chastised in his honeyed, wheedling voice, but he did not mean it; he would tap a sticky hand lightly with his fingers. The worn, scolding formulae of parenthood were frequently on his lips, but speciously, almost sycophantically, as an exudation of love: Nora was “naughty,” he coddled; Mary Margaret, “a bad girl,” and Daddy would “tell” Mummy on her, while his freckled hand strayed over the pigtails and his mouth puckered for a kiss. If a child cried, he “punished” whatever had offended it (“bad table,” “bad rough boy, did he jostle her?”) or else discovered “a sore place” and promised to have Mummy kiss it and “make it all well again.” The little girls thus formed the habit of striking him whenever they were angry with him, a thing that caused child-study majors and potential sitters to quirk their eyebrows telegraphically over their cokes or coffee, yet even they, watching him play hurt in turn (“acting out the inner tensions”) were moved to marvel aloud at his extraordinary patience and selflessness; not many fathers of this era would suffer children so cheerfully.


  


  Mulcahy himself, just now, in speaking as he had to Sheila McKay, had slowly become aware of the sentimental appeal of his four children, four motherless children, he absently fancied them, so orphaned did he see them in her eyes. He had not fully appreciated, until he began to improvise, what a responsibility he had to his family. He had been speaking thoughtlessly, at random, out of the welter of gloomy associations induced by the President’s letter. The girl’s response brought him to his senses. He saw at once that to any normal onlooker the central point of interest in his dismissal would be the effect on Catherine and the children.


  This obliged him to rearrange his emotions; he would not deny that, man-like, he had been laggard in marital feeling; an adolescent had set him to rights. Catherine’s health, always a matter of concern to him, now abruptly became paramount. He had no right, he remorsefully acknowledged, to inflict a new worry on her at a time when her strength was depleted. On no account must Catherine know; he rehearsed the prescription to himself, until he felt it inhere in him, like a natural, spontaneous anxiety. No worry, rest, light exercise—the warnings of doctors, reactivated, chorused sedulously in his ears. As if in deference to her condition, he lowered the pitch of his feeling; his thoughts went on tiptoe, gently, circling round her as he had seen her last that morning, milk-pale, dangling a toy over the sick child in its makeshift crib. The term, heart murmur, tumbled at him out of a disordered memory—was it herself or young Stephen she had been speaking of?


  “I will not answer for the consequences”—his thought grimly fastened on this phrase which he had heard in so many movies that he could not recall whether it had actually been pronounced to him by one of the family’s many physicians or whether it was simply the gist, the hard core of what they had kept telling him. And to think, he said to himself, parenthetically, that he had once called this “meddling,” “interference between man and wife.” He brought his fist quietly down on the desk. He had known for the last five minutes, ever since the door had shut on Sheila, leaving, that he had Hoar on the griddle: he held him personally responsible for the life of his wife and/or child. He repeated the words with considered savagery, biting them off one by one, as though to say, Play that on your guitar.


  He felt convinced, all at once, that Hoar had chosen, deliberately, to strike at him through Catherine. The letter was a mere move in a game designed to bring him to heel. Hoar knew very well what the shock might do to a woman with her kidney condition; to know such things, in fact, was his business as an administrator. Hoar had no real plan of firing him (that, actually, had been clear from the beginning); he wished simply to hear him plead, promise good behavior, learn his lesson. Mulcahy’s jaw set. Was he to come before this Pharisee as a petitioner, pleading for a woman’s life? For a moment his soul clearly countenanced the idea of killing wife and child, or, rather, of letting wife and child perish for the sake of an illimitable freedom. He knew himself capable of it and then gave way with a short laugh. “ ‘Springes to catch woodcocks,’ ” he remarked, lightly aspersing the old conflict between love and duty. The lethal decision, he perceived, was not his but the President’s, and Hoar was not equal to it. Smiling sharply, he locked his desk, opened the door into the corridor, found it empty, locked his door and, dropping the key into his pocket, hurried on tiptoe down to the little wing at the end, where his two friends and also Catherine’s friends, Mrs. Fortune and Miss Rejnev, had their offices.


  CHAPTER III


  Mea Culpa


  


  “MAY I SPEAK to you, Domna, for a moment?” Cautiously, like the emissary of his body, Henry Mulcahy’s head protruded into the Russian girl’s office, around the edge of the door, which had opened noiselessly to admit it, while Miss Rejnev and her boy-tutee, forewarned by a slight creaking in the hall a moment earlier, sat transfixed, as in a horror-film, watching the knob turn. Domna frowned and looked at her wrist-watch; she was new enough to teaching to have a puritan sense of duty to her students; she disapproved of interruptions during the tutorial hour; yet Henry Mulcahy for her was invariably a special case, precisely because he was contemned, despised, importunate, and a clever man withal. She hesitated. “I can come back a little later,” he vouchsafed, twirling the doorknob and swinging the door on its hinges. “I can come back, Miss Rejnev,” put in the boy-student, eagerly resolving the difficulty. But this munificence, in its turn, annoyed her; the better Jocelyn student, like this one, was all too accommodating, ready to be put off, to anticipate faculty weakness and serve it sedulously, like a cause. “Could you wait five minutes, please, in the corridor?” she said to Henry abruptly, in a voice that mixed apology with severity. In exactly six minutes, she reopened the door, and the tall student passed through it, smiling. “Next!” he said to Mulcahy, with a wink.


  Domna Rejnev was the youngest member of the Literature department, a Radcliffe B.A., twenty-three years old, teaching Russian literature and French. To deter familiarities, she wore a plain smock in her office that gave her something of the look of a young woman scientist or interne. Her grandfather had been a famous Liberal, one of the leaders of the Cadet party in the Duma; her father, a well-educated man, a friend of Cocteau and Diaghileff, sold jewelry for a firm in Paris. She herself was a smoldering anachronism, a throwback to one of those ardent young women of the Sixties, Turgenev’s heroines, who cut their curls short, studied Hegel, crossed their mammas and papas, reproved their suitors, and dreamed resolutely of “a new day” for peasants, workers, and technicians. Like her prototypes, she gave the appearance of stifling in conventional surroundings; her finely cut, mobile nostrils quivered during a banal conversation as though, literally, seeking air. Her dark, straight, glossy hair was worn short and loose, without so much as a bobby-pin; she kept ruffling an impatient hand through it to brush it back from her eyes. She had a severe, beautiful, clear-cut profile, very pure ivory skin, the color of old piano-keys; her lips, also, were finely drawn and a true natural pink or rose. Her very beauty had the quality, not of radiance or softness, but of incorruptibility; it was the beauty of an absolute or a political theorem. Unlike most advanced young women, she dressed quietly, without tendentiousness—no ballet-slippers, bangles, dirndls, flowers in the hair. She wore dark suits of rather heavy, good material, cut somewhat full in the coat-skirts: the European tailor-made. Only her eyes were an exception to this restraint and muted gravity of person; they were grey and queerly lit from within, as by some dangerous electricity; she had a startling intensity of gaze that never wavered from its object, like that of a palmist or a seer. Her voice, on the contrary, was low, concise, and even; a slight English boarding-school accent overlaid a Russian harshness.


  As Mulcahy had more than once said of her, she had the temperament and vocation of a narodnika. This was a girl, he estimated, who could very easily throw herself away. He had marked her out for his friendship at the beginning of the term, having watched her go through her paces at a departmental meeting, and sped straight home to describe her, like a man who knows horseflesh who has just clocked a maiden filly at a morning run on the track. His wife concurred in his judgment when he brought her back to supper, approved the girl’s bright eyes, willingness to help with the dishes, aptitude for mimicry of stuffy colleagues in the department, gratitude for being initiated into the inside workings of faculty politics, corroboration of Henry’s assessments of various key individuals, the librarian, the Gestalt psychologist, the secretary of the faculty, the little Four Quartets boy who squeaked “tradition” when you pressed him and would cut your throat in an instant for the advancement of Number One. It was not only the incisiveness of the girl’s mind that impressed both Mulcahys so forcibly but the directness of her heart and the current of vitality that ran through her, rare enough in anybody, but perfectly unbelievable at Jocelyn in one of “our” persuasion. Sound her as they would, they had, up to this morning, found nothing false or hollow in Domna; in politics, perhaps, she tended to use somewhat too simplistic an approach, following her compatriots, Tolstoy and Kropotkin; yet she rang true as steel on every immediate issue. The fact that the usual time-servers and trimmers on the campus, including even the wondrous Hoar, appeared to share their admiration put them a little on their guard, but so far they had seen nothing to indicate that these others knew the real Domna; and they laughed to think of what Maynard would think if he could guess what the real Domna thought of him.


  Henry, as he hurriedly closed the transom and bolted the door behind him, while the girl’s eyes slowly dilated in wonder and misgiving, had no doubt, he told himself, of Domna’s immediate partisanship. The meals she had eaten in his house, the Canadian Club whiskey he had poured for her, in violation of his custom and budget (for Domna, as he and Catherine had quickly observed, liked to drink three little jiggers of neat whiskey before she ate her dinner), the small presents she was in the habit of bringing them—a dish of Russian kïssel with a white napkin over it, french chansons with pictures for the children, a small volume of Heine—the silver lent by Cathy for a party, the Christmas tree with real candles ordered by Domna from abroad, the movies seen, car borrowed, opinions matched, jokes shared, all reassured him of her fealty; she could not go back on this. Still, he felt a certain constraint and uneasiness as to where to begin, whether to tackle her first on the academic freedom issue, or to convince her at once of the imminent danger to Cathy, a danger which, only a few moments before, he had been so fuzzy-minded as to regard as merely hypothetical but which, now that he had faced up to it, should make everything else secondary.


  And yet there were many, he thought vindictively, on this “liberal” campus who would suppose that Cathy’s condition was something cooked up by himself to ward off being dismissed without so much as a thank-you, many, indeed, not so far off at this moment—he shot a quick barb down the corridor in the direction of Howard Furness’ office—who would want a thorough medical report signed by an “impartial” physician, in fact a coroner’s inquest certifying the cause of death, before they would believe the simple clinical truth, just as, he presumed, they would have to see a Communist Party membership-card (produced by an F.B.I. agent) made out to Henry Mulcahy, before they would be willing to admit that his dismissal was a part of a campaign of organized terror in the universities against men of independent mind. But Domna, he reflected thankfully, was not one of these; she did not require a statistical analysis to see what was under her nose; moreover, as he happened to know, she had lost her mother under circumstances horribly similar to those in which Cathy now stood. That good lady, stigmatized by her family as a malade imaginaire, had died of typhoid on a freighter en route from Lisbon to Buenos Aires, so Domna’s aunt, her sister, had informed him, while he drove her around the campus to spell Domna, who was teaching a class; and the family, for a long time, she assured him, held Domna very much responsible, both for instigating the trip (“Why not put up with the Germans, I ask you, Mr. Mulhall?”) and for not calling the ship’s doctor sooner (“A girl of fifteen is for us already a woman, Mr. Mullaly, especially when she mixes in politics”). It did not need Freud’s insights or Madame Repina’s intimation (“A little nervous breakdown, you understand what I mean, eh?”) to sympathize with the youngster who carried such a memory about with her, a veritable nightmare of fantasied aggression and punishment, and to calculate that of all things in the world that Domna would not risk again, the death of an older woman would surely figure first.


  Indeed, had there been anybody else to turn to whom he could count on as he could count on Domna, he would gladly have spared her these next moments, which might very well reactivate the traumatic experience; for, desperate and harried as he was, he did not deceive himself as to what Catherine meant to her, what their long morning talks and endless cups of black coffee had done to make Jocelyn habitable for this lonely, affection-starved child. (And the fact that Cathy had given herself always without stint, not ever letting Domna guess that her health was not up to such demands on it, would no doubt add a belated remorse to the poor girl’s other feelings.)


  Silently, he took the letter from his breast pocket and handed it across the desk. While she unfolded it, he dropped into the side-chair still warm from the student’s bottom and affected to study his fingernails while watching her beneath his granulated lashes. Truth to tell, he was quite curious to trap her first reaction, not because he doubted her at all, but merely from professional interest: would Hoar’s move come as a surprise to a fellow-member of the teaching caste or had they all been quietly anticipating it while only he had been gulled? But the girl’s eyes, moving across the typescript, betrayed nothing, really. She turned white, he thought, for an instant, and then a light flush that might have been anger reddened her pointed cheekbones. “No!” she finally whispered in a shocked and scarified voice, as she passed the letter back to him—from which he was able to glean that rumors of his debts and generally poor prospects had reached her; she knew, then, that this was the end for Henry Mulcahy and Co. They sat and stared at each other without a word. Mechanically, she took a package of cigarettes from her smock pocket and offered it to him, as a warden offers a smoke to a condemned prisoner, and he silently waved it aside.


  They heard the bell ring for the next class before she roused herself to speak and then she only said, absently, “When did you get it? This morning?” That she made no other inquiry struck him at once as peculiar. Was her mind already busy with the next step, with remedies and recourses, or had she somehow known all along? Had the department been consulted? Was it a departmental decision, taken without his knowledge? Could she, even, have concurred in it? “But appointments are not made until spring,” she suddenly objected, just as he was giving up hope of any spontaneous response from her. He drew a quick breath of satisfaction; she too, then, like himself, was simply stunned by the irregularity of these proceedings. Relieved, he decided to take the bull by the horns. “Domna,” he said, hurriedly, “I have something to tell you, in confidence. But first I must be able to trust you. Answer me honestly, is this the first word you have heard of this dismissal?” She nodded swiftly twice. “On my word of honor.” “There’s been no criticism of me in the department?” “Absolutely not. I swear it.” Her tone had grown very positive, yet he thought he had heard, deep down, a little wavering in it, as of some qualification quickly overridden. . . . He waited. A faint, lurking smile appeared at the corners of her lips. “Some think you go too far,” she murmured, “on the Buildings and Grounds question. Your scrambled eggs. . . .” A crinkle of laughter was in her voice, half-apologetic, as if inviting him to join in this belittling view of his activities. He stiffened. “Who thinks this?” he demanded, eyes narrowing. Domna flushed. “All of us. No one in particular. I, if you want, for one.” Having made this confession, Domna obviously grew confused and began to let out more than she had intended. “But nobody,” she explained, “takes a strict view of it, not even Maynard.” Henry raised his eyebrows. “You’ve discussed it with him?” he cried. “Of course,” she answered, self-justificatory, and would plainly have said more but he raised his hand to forestall it—it was evident that the girl had betrayed him, but the point was academic now. He got up, thoughtfully, from his chair and strolled over to the window, his hands plunged into his pockets, and stared out over the snow.


  “Domna,” he said, turning suddenly, “there’s something I have to tell you. Cathy is ill, dangerously ill. She doesn’t know it herself; nobody knows it but the doctor and myself and two other persons—Esther and Maynard Hoar.” The girl gave a frightened gasp and her hand flew out in sympathy; she half rose from her seat, as though to comfort him. But he held her off and commenced to pace rapidly up and down. “It’s a heart and kidney condition brought about by Stephen’s birth. Nothing that she won’t recover from, given freedom from worry. There’s low blood pressure too and a secondary anemia, a syndrome, as they call it, embracing the whole system.” Her lips moved tensely, following him; plainly, she was trying to relate the fearsome clinical terminology to the handsome, flesh-and-blood woman who was her friend, always eager to lay down mop or carpet-sweeper for a cosy cigarette or a final mid-morning cup of coffee. “The doctors agree,” he consoled her, “that a normal life, in the circumstances, is the very best thing for her. Recreation, fresh air, light housework, even driving the car—the point is to spare her knowledge of her condition, which might affect her like any other sudden shock, that is, induce a coma or syncope that might or might not prove fatal.” The effort of pronouncing the last words in a tone of detached objectivity brought tears unexpectedly to his eyes; with a strangled sound and wry gesture, he sank into the chair, removed his bifocals, and sobbed into his handkerchief, while Domna stroked his frayed sleeve and uttered words of comfort and hope. “What am I to do, Domna?” he suddenly cried, from the depths of his extremity, pulling himself bolt upright in his chair and transfixing her with his eyes, half blind and crazily staring. “You tell me,” he demanded. “What am I to do?”


  Truly, he realized with astonishment, he had lost all control of himself. To cry brokenly before a girl nearly twenty years his junior had been no part of his intention; the utter misery of his situation had sprung on him, as he was speaking, from cover, like an animal at the throat. He wept hopelessly from sheer hatred of the universe, including the girl who was watching him and who could do nothing, of course, to help him, as he now for the first time clearly saw and admitted to himself. To his surprise, in the midst of his tears, Domna got up and left the room, locking the door behind her, coming back in a few minutes with an aspirin, a benzedrine tablet, a glass of water, and a clean handkerchief wrung out in cold water. “I’ve phoned Cathy,” she said, “to tell her you’re staying to lunch at the college. If you’d like a drink of whiskey, I’ll take you home to my house in my car.” Henry shook his head. He accepted the pills and put on his glasses, carefully, adjusting the wires over his ears. “Now,” she said, “what did you mean when you said that Esther and Maynard knew that Cathy was dangerously ill?”


  Henry bit his lips. He had added this detail on impulse and now he must make up his mind to tell her the whole squalid story, sparing neither the Hoars or himself, or forfeit the support she could give him; no half-measures would do. If Domna were satisfied that Maynard, knowing of Cathy’s condition, had determined in cold blood to fire him for shabby political motives, she would fight for his reinstatement straight up to the board of trustees; even so, he frankly hesitated, being sharp enough to see that the knife cut two ways. If Cathy’s condition or the knowledge of it imposed on Maynard Hoar the moral obligation not to fire him, should it not have imposed on her husband an even stronger obligation not to behave in such a way as to get himself fired? A man with a sick wife did not receive carte blanche to abuse the responsibilities of his position, but if a man with a sick wife was unreasonably discharged from his position, then the wife’s health could become a significant factor in arguing for his retention. In short, the more he pondered on it, leaving his own feelings aside, the more clearly he saw that the case was and must be one of academic freedom. In which event, it behooved him to tread warily with Domna, who was capable of subordinating all other issues, dramatically, to the single life-or-death issue, in the manner of Dostoievsky and other Russian sentimentalists who opposed capital punishment and were fond of asserting categorically the absolute sacredness of the individual life. There was no question but that this would alienate from him certain older men on the faculty who, disliking Hoar, would probably be open to conviction on a purely professional argument. On the other hand, there was no doubt that Domna, pleading for another woman’s life, would have behind her many of the women of the faculty who would not dream of enlisting their sympathies in an academic freedom case.


  And the more he envisioned this prospect, the more he was of two minds about it: could Domna be trusted to keep this side of the affair in perspective? “I told Esther,” he answered wearily, “a long time ago, under circumstances I don’t like to remember.” He rested his cheek in his palm. “Before your day, little Domna.” Memories of that epoch disturbed him; he had almost forgotten the time when he and the Hoars had been like a single family, before Maynard unaccountably—yes, even now unaccountably, for all that he now knew of Maynard—showed him the cold shoulder. “Yes?” Domna urged with a little whet of curiosity. Henry suddenly laughed. “Very funny, Domna. Last spring, less than a year ago, when I brought Cathy and the children here, I had Maynard’s word that the appointment was to run for two years, at the minimum. Nothing on paper, of course. A gentlemen’s agreement. ‘Jocelyn doesn’t part with good men, Hen; frankly, between ourselves, she can’t afford to.’ ” He laughed again, more harshly. Domna frowned. “A pity you didn’t get it on paper,” she murmured.


  This remark moved him to merriment. He laughed once again, but now genuinely, intellectually, till the tears rolled from his eyes. “Precisely,” he cried. “You have it. Proceed to the head of the class. A pity it is, indeed.” But as she commenced to laugh also, his mien immediately sobered. “Domna,” he confessed, “you won’t believe it, but I did try to get it on paper and at that moment my friendship with the Hoars evaporated. Overnight. From that moment, Maynard has hated me without respite.” He spoke with force and impressiveness, bringing his hand down on the chair-arm; yet he thought he saw an inner doubt or reservation shadow the girl’s brow. “Listen, Domna,” he said earnestly. “Forget whatever you may have picked up or whatever Maynard has told you and hear my version first. It does me no credit, I promise you, and you can judge for yourself how it leaves our friend, Maynard.” He began to pace the room. “Last spring, as the campus gossip may have told you, my status here was rather irregular. After the ruckus out West had made all the papers and figured in the Nation and the Witch Hunt book, as well as in a report of the A.A.U.P., several anonymous friends of the college got up a little purse and turned it over to Maynard, to use as he saw fit for victims of the purge in the universities. At that time, there was no vacancy in Literature and he used this grant to appoint me visiting lecturer in humanities—a special creation—with the understanding that I would be fitted into the Literature department at the first opportunity. However, as it happened, no vacancy did occur and I was unwilling to bring Cathy and the children on from her mother’s without some assurance of tenure; Stephen had just been born. Maynard was very good about this; I was allowed certain traveling expenses to commute back and forth every month and free quarters in Barracks C, since it would be an obvious hardship for me to keep up two establishments on my salary. Once or twice I used this expense account to bring Cathy on to Jocelyn for a week or so; another time, say two times at most, I met her in Pittsburgh for a long weekend. I had my schedule arranged, so as to be free Mondays and Fridays. Well, as could have been predicted, someone—they say a student—carried the tale to Hoar: I alone on the faculty was teaching a three-day week! Maynard had me on the carpet, very firm, and, to do him justice, sympathetic. He foresaw an opening in Literature, but if my appointment were to be put on a regular, permanent basis, a new living arrangement would have to be stipulated. As an official member of the department, I would be expected to conform to the Jocelyn principle of communitas!”


  Domna nodded, warmly. “I too!” she exclaimed. “ ‘The fully resident faculty. . . . we don’t punch a time-clock here, Miss Rejnev, but we must ask you, in all conscience, not to emulate Bard and Sarah Lawrence and treat us as though you were a commuter.’ ” The vagaries of the President’s diction seemed to evoke nostalgia from both of them, for a time when they had merely laughed over Maynard. Henry swiftly cut into this mood.


  “Naturally, I insisted on a two-year contract to compensate me for the expenses of moving. Maynard perfectly saw my position, agreed with it, but unfortunately the policy of the trustees gave him no leeway. Contracts at the instructor level ran for the single year only. No exception to be made without establishing a precedent, and tradition only permitted three professorial salaries in the Division, one full professor in Languages, two associates in Literature. He could give me his word, of course, that the appointment would be continued, if I, on my side, would give evidence of my own commitment by bringing on Cathy and the children and taking a house in the neighborhood.” He came to an abrupt stop in his pacing, folded his arms, and stood looking down at her, measuringly, while he tilted the tip of his tongue against the sharp edges of his teeth. “At that point,” he said, “I did a very foolish thing.”


  “You told Esther,” she suggested, in her low, consolatory voice. This divination of his conduct rather startled him; he had intended to take her by surprise. “About Cathy’s condition? Yes,” he acknowledged. “It was a question of paying the movers to get the furniture out of storage. My mother-in-law, who could pay, was understandably against the move. I didn’t know where else to turn. It appeared to me that Esther, if she knew how serious things were with Cathy, how necessary security was for her, might stir Maynard up to give me a letter, something on paper, you know, to show the old lady. In fact,” he admitted apologetically, “I’d already wired Cathy that such a letter was in existence.”


  Domna turned white. “Oh, no, Henry!” she protested, as if to deter him from continuing with a tale that harrowed him too much. “Wait!” He raised a finger and moved a little nearer to her. He experienced a strange, confident exhilaration in forcing her to know him at his worst. “Exactly fourteen hours after I spoke to Esther, Maynard called me to his office.” He paused. Domna caught her breath. “To assure me that the ultimate decision rested with my own conscience. The college would exercise no pressure.” He spread his freckled hands expressively. “By that time, the van was crossing the Alleghenies.”


  Domna’s whole body stiffened, while Henry watched her curiously. This, he was aware, was the real crisis in her loyalty; yet he felt no impulse to press her, but rather a pleasure in waiting while she worked out her own course. She was too intelligent not to see that Hoar had put himself in the clear, that there was not the shadow of a claim on him, technically speaking: his hands were as clean as Pilate’s, ceremonially laved on his balcony; his wife doubtless had had a dream and sent to him, saying, “Have nothing to do, Maynard, with this just man.” Yet did not this precisely make the point? Would Domna be wise enough to know that this very avoidance of a claim on him was in Maynard the measure of an atrocious guilt, a refusal of responsibility, of jointness in the Mystic Body (“We are members, one of another”)?


  Domna’s rose-colored lips curled. “Monster,” she spat out calmly. “Monsters, both of them. Do they think then that that absolves them?” She made a rather theatrical gesture of drawing her skirt aside. Henry was filled with amazement. He felt himself catching fire, quite impersonally, from her, as if his own paler responses blushed beside this defiance. What marvelous contempt, he inwardly exclaimed, and puckered his own lip sourly in imitation of this sublime disdain. “Still, Domna,” he expostulated, in an aggrieved and somewhat whining tone. “Maynard can plausibly contend that he has no responsibility for Cathy, in fact that he tried to deter me from making an imprudent commitment. We mustn’t commit the error of putting Cathy’s health too much in the foreground of the case.” Domna, as he had feared, seemed to be genuinely astonished. “Why not?” she cried. “What else could be in the foreground?” Her dark brows arched in vivid semicircles as she swung around to face him. As always in moments of excitement, her accent became more marked. “What is complicated here?” she protested. “It is all very simple. One does not undertake actions that will lead to the death of other people, short of war at any rate. Does Maynard Hoar accept himself as a murderer? Will you accept him so?” Her strange, intent eyes were shining; she tossed her head angrily and the dark, clean hair bobbed; she clicked her pocket-lighter and drew in on a cigarette. “This cannot be permitted to happen,” she declared quickly, amid puffs of smoke. “One simply refuses it and tells Maynard Hoar so.” She jumped up, knocking a book off the desk, and seized her polo coat from the coatrack. “I shall do it myself at once to set an example.”


  Henry moistened his lips, half tempted by this rashness. “You forget that it must be kept from Cathy,” he said peevishly. “If you go to Maynard in this mood, the whole campus will hear of it.” Domna stood holding her coat. “Come,” he said, “sit down. Do you think that you will convince Maynard by moral arguments when he has already come to this decision fully knowing of Cathy’s condition? Let me tell you something more. In the desk at home, there is a forged letter purporting to be from Maynard, promising me a permanent appointment. Cathy believes in that letter. Do you see now that we must be quiet?” Domna slowly put her coat back and leaned against the desk, lacing and unlacing her fingers. “What’s to be done then?” she asked in a toneless voice. “What’s to become of you, Henry?” Her eyes, wide and frightened, ransacked him as though seeking his destiny. He shrugged. This new admission, he saw with relief and a certain misanthropy, had put her altogether in his hands; his malfeasance would make her submit to his better judgment as to ways and means, as she would submit to the superior knowledge of a criminal whom she was concealing in her house. At bottom, he reminded himself, she was conventional, believing in a conventional moral order and shocked by deviations from it into a sense of helpless guilt toward the deviator. In other words, she was a true liberal, as he had always suspected, who could not tolerate in her well-modulated heart that others should be wickeder than she, any more than she could bear that she should be richer, better born, better looking than some statistical median.


  And now, lo and behold, she was proceeding to give him a perfect example of these mental processes, even when one would have thought that her eyes would have been opened to a darker truth about human nature than her philosophy admitted. “Henry,” she began, frowning, “is it possible, do you suppose that Cathy, unknown to you, has talked about this contract among the faculty wives?” “Cathy doesn’t see the faculty wives,” he answered with impatience. “In the nursery school? In the grocery store?” She pushed her feminine point home with typically feminine insistence. “Supposing she did mention it?” she persisted. “It would be a perfectly natural and harmless thing to do, if one were talking about next year or plans for the children. Yet mention of a two-year contract could give rise to all sorts of jealousies and resentments, even on the upper levels. Suppose then some husband carried the story to Maynard and demanded to know whether it was true or not? Can’t you then imagine Maynard’s getting very angry and giving you notice straight off, simply to show you who was master, who wrote the contracts at Jocelyn?” She had moved along the desk till she was close to him and could look up softly into his face, like a pleading sweetheart urging her boy to reform—with no idea that she had offended him and was offending him more with every irrelevant word she uttered. “I don’t mean to exculpate Maynard, but if this should be so, it at least makes him understandable. Perhaps, if I were to talk to him, he would tell me and I could explain it to him . . . ?” She stole another glance into his face and broke off, suddenly irresolute.


  Without answering, he strode over to the window and looked out at a truck which was unloading some crates onto the platform of the maintenance building on which Domna’s office faced. The blank brick walls of the maintenance building, the smoking chimneys of the incinerator, the heavy truck with its indubitably dubious cargo—how many crates short was this order, what was the kickback today?—all perfectly suited his humor. He and Domna were getting nowhere; she refused to see, as if it were deliberately, the real dynamite in the case.


  “Domna,” he said wearily, turning around from the window. “Can’t you see that what you are suggesting means dismissal for cause, blacklisting? Have you ever read the morals clause in the code on faculty tenure? You mustn’t ever mention this letter or even think of it again, even if you should come to hate me like the others. As for Cathy, she has been told that the letter is not to be spoken of—for the very reasons you cite. Perhaps, even, she knows me well enough to have half guessed the truth behind it—and to keep her guess to herself, a lesson to all wives.” He paced in silence for a moment, with a musing, deliberative air. “What you’re after, of course, is motive. Hoar’s motive, naturally—how has he been tempted to do this, knowing Cathy’s condition? I can enlighten you if you want, at the cost of losing your sympathy.” He stood smiling down at the girl, who had dropped without a word into her swivel-chair; nothing moved in her but her eyes, which looked up at him, mesmerized with instinctive fear, like an animal’s. “But first let me hint this, Domna—you are somewhat too bornée in your thinking. There is something in you, perhaps an upper-class habit, that keeps you, with your excellent mind and remarkable analytic powers, from making what one might define as the necessary metaphysical leap, the two plus two making five that Dostoievsky speaks of.” The girl nodded, almost joyously; she understood what he meant. “For example,” he proceeded, in a style that was purposefully leisured, “your very search for motive lacks creative imagination. You are looking in private places, while the answer is staring you in the face, from the newspapers, the radio, the forum. Domna, we are at war, though apparently you only realize it when you are reading your morning newspaper. You imagine that the war is located in the dispatches of correspondents, but it is also here, on this campus.”


  The girl’s eyes flew wide open; did she begin at last to see what he was driving at? How much, he asked himself, was it necessary to tell her to send the point home irrefutably? “But leave that for the moment. Let us return to your thinking. As an intellectual exercise, the broad jump we’ve been speaking of, try putting the question that is bothering you in the form of a declarative statement: ‘Knowing of Cathy’s condition, Hoar has been tempted to do this.’ ”


  Domna caught her breath. He moved closer to her and slipped into the chair by her side, feeling a curious, reckless excitement as his full intention became clear to him. He picked up the hem of her smock and played with it in his fingers, rubbing the grain of the raw silk against the whorls of his flesh. Then he began to speak very rapidly. “There’s another aspect of the case that I ought to have told you about. Something you may have guessed or may not have. You may not want any part of me when you hear the truth.” He could see her pointed breasts rise and fall with her quickened breathing; she moved slightly away from him, but he maintained his hold on her smock. “Does your Russian second sight tell you?” he murmured. She shook her head stubbornly, and the dark, shining hair, as usual, fell into her eyes. “Well, then,” he declared, squaring his stooped shoulders, “I must tell you that I am and have been for ten years a member of the Communist Party.”


  A low cry escaped her. “You!” she protested, and when he nodded gravely she burst out, all a-frenzied. “I can’t believe it. I shan’t believe it. I refuse. It’s not like you. You are not political. You are a-political, the last man I have known of whom this could be true.” Henry sat smiling through this tantrum. “You think, then, that Maynard is right to fire me?” he inquired in a satiny voice. Domna recovered herself. “No,” she said slowly, “no.” She straightened herself thoughtfully and brushed the lock of hair back from her eyes. “No,” she reiterated yet another time. “I will stand by what I have always said. No one should be fired for mere belief; indoctrination is another matter.” She had the air of reciting a lesson to firm it mechanically in her memory, and her gaze distantly rested on him as though to firm him in it too. “But I cannot feel the same to you,” she appended in a formal tone. “Am I another man, then, than I was five minutes ago?” “Yes,” she promptly answered. “You have lied to me and to everyone.” Henry tugged a little on the smock, as if to recall his need to her; her downrightness had impressed him very favorably. He coughed.


  “Once again you are too hasty, my dear. I would not have confessed to you if I were not at this moment an archenemy of the Party, one of those unfortunate prisoners of the Party you have read about in your newspaper who lack the courage to break, who live in fear of denunciation by some comrade who suspects us of backsliding, who are forced to perjure themselves on the witness-stand or see their families starve. Fifteen years ago, in a momentary enthusiasm, I joined the Party and since then I’ve had no rest, no respite, no night’s unbroken sleep; I’ve been fired from five universities on various academic pretexts, never knowing who was responsible, the jealous head of the department, a student I’ve awarded an E to, or a comrade teacher to whom I’d spoken too frankly my real opinion of the Party.


  “Looking back on it now, I see that I might have gotten out quietly during the Yalta period, as many others did, but I feared exposure too much, teaching in a conservative college with a Catholic president and dean. Had I broken at that time, I could not know that I would not be expelled and my name printed in the Daily Worker; this actually happened to many teachers in my unit. At any rate, I was afraid. Very possibly, I am a coward. In any event, once I had lied to my superiors as to my affiliations—under orders, of course, but also for my own skin—I was done for, the Party had me. I have been useful to them from time to time in various little undercover jobs, and they content themselves with merely terrorizing me in the interests of some future big job, if they are driven underground, say, and they need a respectable front or merely a letter-drop.” His lips tightened in a short, bitter smile. “So, Domnatchka, you see, I have taken refuge in my irony, in the peculiarity of my position, a Communist in name only, like a wife of the same brand, allowed to go my own way, so long as I keep up the observances and pay my protection-money to the Bridges Defense Committee, the Committee for the Hollywood Ten (there but for the grace of God), the Trenton Six, and so forth. A unique life in No Man’s Land, a target for both sides.” Domna impulsively took his hand. “But you are not a Communist,” she reassured him. “It is all very simple. You have only to get up and say so, here in a progressive college, and we will all protect you.”


  Henry shook his head. “Too late,” he insisted. “Too late for anyone to break today who will not play the role of stool-pigeon or police-informer. You forget that I have perjured myself before my superiors and before a state legislature—an indictable offense. No one will protect us exes in America unless we also become antis, unless we are willing to wear the shoes of a Budenz or a Miss Bentley and denounce former comrades, many of whom, my dear, are very likely in my own position. No, thank you, Domna.” He rose from his chair and stretched himself. “Ite missa est, or in Church Slavonic, get out, Mulcahy, you’re finished.” Domna took a swift breath and put out a hand to detain him. “You feel certain that Maynard knows?” she said with a troubled face. “You feel sure that that is the reason?” “What else?” he remarked lightly. “As is common knowledge on the campus, two gentlemen from the F.B.I. paid a call to Jocelyn last week. A purely social visit, you think?” Wheeling suddenly, he approached the desk with a complete change of mien. “You see it all now, don’t you?” he demanded in a breathy, sibilant voice. “The heat is on Maynard to get rid of me. I have become a political liability, and he will use any pretext to get rid of me before my name appears in a congressional investigation. And I myself—what a superb irony—have furnished him with just the lever he needs to slide me out quietly, without controversy—Cathy’s heart condition. Very considerately, he notifies me well in advance of the termination of my contract, smoothly bypasses the department, and leaves it up to me to find other employment before I dare tell Cathy that we’re moving on to pastures new.” In the mounting excitement of the last words, he felt his head exultantly whirling; speed and the impediment of his lisp made him salivate copiously as he spoke. “What would you think now,” he brought out, “if I put it to you: ‘knowing of Cathy’s condition, Hoar has been tempted to do this’?” Domna slowly raised her eyes. “I would think as you do,” she acceded in a low, unwilling voice.


  She rose from her desk summarily and tore a slip of paper from her memo pad, on which from time to time during the last five minutes she had been scribbling a list of some kind which his eyes had been mistrustfully glancing toward without being able to read. Now, with bated breath, he watched her take off the smock and put on her coat; she looked very smart, trim, and handsome, and he scarcely dared ask her what she was planning to do. “You’re going to see Maynard?” he finally ventured. Domna shook her head. “Too early for that. As you say, this is not a private matter. Maynard must be faced with it in the open, insofar as we can do that and protect you and Cathy at the same time. You don’t mind, do you, if I date your last active membership back a few years, say, before you were investigated by the legislature?” “Whatever you think best,” he acquiesced gratefully; their roles, he perceived, had changed again, and it was better so for the moment. “But what?” he nevertheless queried, in some real mystification. She flashed the list before his eyes, rather gaily, and he was able to read on it the names of six colleagues, with notes and questions opposite each, written in violet ink in her large European hand.


  “Your sympathizers,” she tersely remarked.


  CHAPTER IV


  Ancient History


  


  JOCELYN COLLEGE, on this mid-morning in January, as Henry Mulcahy trod softly through its corridors, had a faculty of forty-one persons and a student-body of two hundred and eighty-three—a ratio of one teacher to every 6.9 students, which made possible the practice of “individual instruction” as carried on at Bennington (6:1), Sarah Lawrence (6.4:1), Bard (6.9:1), and St. John’s (7.7:1). It had been founded in the late Thirties by an experimental educator and lecturer, backed by a group of society-women in Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Cincinnati who wished to strike a middle course between the existing extremes, between Aquinas and Dewey, the modern dance and the labor movement. Its students were neither to till the soil as at Antioch nor weave on looms as at Black Mountain; they were to be grounded neither in the grass-roots present as at Sarah Lawrence nor in the great-books past as at St. John’s or Chicago; they were to specialize neither in verse-writing, nor in the poetic theatre, nor in the techniques of co-operative living—they were simply to be free, spontaneous, and coeducational.


  What the founder had had in mind was a utopian experiment in so-called “scientific” education; by the use of aptitude tests, psychological questionnaires, even blood-sampling and cranial measurements, he hoped to discover a method of gauging student-potential and directing it into the proper channels for maximum self-realization—he saw himself as an engineer and the college as a reclamation project along the lines of the Grand Coulee or the TVA. The women behind him, however, regarded the matter more simply, in the usual fashion of trustees. What they wanted to introduce into their region was a center of “personalized” education, with courses tailored to the individual need, like their own foundation-garments, and a staff of experts and consultants, each with a little “name” in his field, like the Michels and Antoines of Fifth Avenue, to interpret the student’s personality. In the long run, these views, seemingly so harmonious, were found to be far apart. The founder had the sincere idea of running his college as a laboratory; failure in an individual case he found as interesting as success. Under his permissive system, the students were free to study or not as they chose; he believed that the healthy organism would elect, like an animal, what was best for it. If the student failed to go in the direction indicated by the results of his testing, or in any direction at all, this was noted down and in time communicated to his parents, merely as a matter of interest—to push him in any way would be a violation of the neutrality of the experiment. The high percentage of failure was taken to be significant of the failures of secondary education; any serious reform in methodology must reach down to the kindergarten and the nursery school, through the whole preparatory system, and it was noteworthy, in this connection, that the progressive schools were doing their job no better than the old-fashioned classical ones. Indeed, comparative studies showed the graduates of progressive schools to be more dependent on outside initiative, on an authoritarian leader-pattern, than any other group in the community.


  This finding convinced the trustees, who included the heads of two progressive schools, that the founder was ahead of his time, a stimulating man in the tradition of Pasteur and the early vivisectionists, whom history would give his due. He left the college the legacy of a strong scientific bent and a reputation for enthusiasm and crankishness that reflected itself in budgetary difficulties and in the prevalence of an “undesirable” type of student. Despite a high tuition and other screening devices (a geographical quota, interviews with the applicant and with the applicant’s parents, submission of a photograph when this was not practicable, solicitation of private schools), despite a picturesque campus—a group of long, thick-walled, mansarded, white-shuttered stone dwellings arranged around a cupolaed chapel with a planting of hemlocks, the remains of a small, old German Reformed denominational college that had imparted to the secluded ridge a Calvinistic sweetness of worship and election—something, perhaps the coeducational factor, perhaps the once-advertised freedom, had worked to give the college a peculiarly plebeian and subversive tone, like that of a big-city high-school.


  It was the mixture of the sexes, some thought, that had introduced a crude and predatory bravado into the campus life; the glamour was rubbed off sex by the daily jostle in soda-shop and barroom and the nightly necking in the social rooms, and this, in its turn, had its effect on all ideals and absolutes. Differences were leveled; courses were regarded with a cynical, practical eye; students of both sexes had the wary disillusionment and aimlessness of battle-hardened Marines. After six months at Jocelyn, they felt that they had “seen through” life, through all attempts to educate and improve them, through love, poetry, philosophy, fame, and were here, it would seem, through some sort of coercion, like a drafted army. Thronging into store or classroom, in jeans, old sweaters, caps, visors, strewing cigarette-butts and candy-wrappers, they gave a mass impression that transcended their individual personalities, which were often soft, perturbed, uncertain, innocent; yet the very sight of an individual face, plunged deep in its own introspection, as in a blanket, heightened the crowd-sense they communicated, like soldiers in a truck, subway riders on their straps, serried but isolated, each in his stubborn dream, resistant to waking fully—at whatever time of day, the Jocelyn students were always sleepy, yawning, and rather gummy-eyed, as though it were seven in the morning and they unwillingly on the street.


  Yet this very rawness and formlessness in the students made them interesting to teach. Badly prepared, sleepy, and evasive, they could nevertheless be stirred to wonder and pent admiration at the discovery of form and pattern in history or a work of art or a laboratory experiment, though ceding this admiration grudgingly and by degrees, like primitive peoples who must see an act performed over and over again before they can be convinced that some magic is not behind it, that they are not the dupes of an illusionist. To teachers with some experience of the ordinary class-bound private college student, of the quiet lecture-hall with the fair duteous heads bent over the notebooks, Jocelyn’s hard-eyed watchers signified the real. Seeing them come year after year, the stiff-spined, angry only children with inhibitions about the opposite sex, being entrained here remedially by their parents, as they had been routed to the dentist for braces, the wild-haired progressive-school rejects, offspring of broken homes, the sexually adventurous youths looking to meet their opposite numbers in the women’s dormitories, without the social complications of fraternities and sororities or the restraints of grades, examinations, compulsory athletics, R.O.T.C., the single well-dressed Adonis from Sewickley with a private plane and a neurosis, the fourteen-year-old mathematical Russian Jewish boys on scholarships, with their violin cases and timorous, old-country parents, hovering humbly outside the Registrar’s door as at a consular office, the cold peroxided beauties who had once done modeling for Powers and were here while waiting for a screen-test, the girls from Honolulu or Taos who could “sit on” their hair and wore it down their backs, Godiva-style, and were named Rina or Blanca or Snow-White, the conventional Allysons and Pattys whose favorite book was Winnie-the-Pooh—seeing them, the old-timers shook their heads and marveled at how the college could continue but in the same style that they marveled at the survival of the race itself. Among these students, they knew, there would be a large percentage of trouble-makers and a handful of gifted creatures who would redeem the whole; four out of five of these would be, predictably, the scholarship students, and the fifth a riddle and an anomaly, coming forward at the last moment, from the ranks of Allysons or Blancas, like the tortoise in the fable, or the sleeper in the horse-race, a term which at Jocelyn had a peculiar nicety of meaning.


  And over the management of these students, the faculty, equally heterogeneous, would, within the year, become embroiled, with each other, with the student-body, or with the President or trustees. A scandal could be counted on that would cause a liberal lady somewhere to strike the college from her will: a pregnant girl, the pilfering of reserve books from the library, the usual plagiarism case, alleged racial discrimination, charges of alcoholism or homosexuality, a strike against the food in the dining-room, the prices in the college store, suppression of the student paper, alleged use of a course in myth to proselytize for religion, a student demand that a rule be laid down, in the handbook, governing sexual intercourse, if disciplinary action was to be taken against those who made love off the college premises and were observed by faculty-snoopers. No truly great question had ever agitated the campus since the original days of the founder, but the ordinary trivia of college life were here blown up, according to critics, out of all proportion. There had been no loyalty oath, no violation of academic freedom, but problems of freedom and fealty were discovered in the smallest issue, in whether, for example, students in the dining-hall, when surrendering their plates to the waiters, should pass them to the right or the left, clockwise or counterclockwise; at an all-college meeting, held in December of this year, compulsory for all students, faculty, and administrative staff, President Maynard Hoar had come within an ace of resigning when his appeal for moderation in the discussion had met with open cat-calls from the counterclockwise faction.


  Thus the college faced every year an insurrectionary situation; in the course of twelve years it had had five presidents, including the founder, who was unseated after only eleven months of service. During the War, it had nearly foundered and been saved by the influx of veterans studying under the GI bill and by the new plutocracy of five-percenters, car-dealers, black-market slaughterers, tire-salesmen, and retail merchants who seemed to Jocelyn’s presidents to have been specially enriched by Providence, working mysteriously, with the interests of the small college in mind. These new recruits to the capitalist classes had no educational prejudices, were extremely respectful of the faculty, to whom they sent bulky presents of liquor or perfume, as to valuable clients at Christmas-time; they came to the college seldom, sometimes only once, for Commencement, passed out cigars and invitations to use the shack at Miami or Coral Gables any time at all—this benign and preoccupied gratitude, tactfully conscious of services rendered, extended also to friends and roommates of the poorer sort. Several years after graduation, little shoals of Jocelyn students would still be found living together co-operatively, in Malibu or St. Augustine—occasionally with an ex-teacher—sharing a single allowance under the bamboo tree.


  Hence, though the college was in continual hot water financially, it had inevitably grown accustomed to close shaves and miraculous windfalls. Only the bursar seriously worried about balancing the budget, and his worries were accepted tolerantly—this was his métier. The faculty now took it for granted that fresh students would appear every fall out of nowhere, from the blue sky of promoters’ ventures, a strange new race, or stock issued by a wildcat bank, spending what would appear to be stage-money; and the yearly advent of these registrants in defiance of the laws of probability created in the staff a certain sense of displacement or of nonchalance or autarchic license, depending on the individual character. Careless of the future, fractious, oblivious of the past, believing that the industrial revolution was an actual armed uprising of the nineteenth century, that oranges grew in Norway and fir-trees on the Nile, these sons of shortages and rationing seemed to have sprung from no human ancestry but from War, like the dragon’s teeth sown in the Theban meadow. And the faculty which was teaching them their Cadmean alphabet fell to some extent under their influence; they too became indifferent to the morrow and forgetful of past incentives. There was a whiff of paganism in the air, of freedom from material cares that evoked the South Sea islands even in the Pennsylvania winter; more than one faculty-member, washed up on this coral strand, came to resemble, in dress and habits, the traditional beachcomber of fiction.


  But the absence of pressure from without, the unconcern of parents and inertia of alumni groups, produced at the same time an opposite and corrective tendency. The faculty contained a strong and permanent minority of principled dissenters, men and women whose personal austerities and ethical drives had made them unacceptable to the run of college presidents and who had found the freedom of Jocelyn both congenial and inspiriting. If beachcombers had come to rest here, so had a sect of missionaries, carrying the progressive doctrine from Bennington, Bard, or Reed, and splitting here at once, like the original Calvinist college, into a new group of sects and factions. From its inception, the college had been rent by fierce doctrinal disputes of a quasi-liturgical character. Unlike the more established progressive colleges, which lived, so to speak, on the fat of their original formula, without questioning its content, Jocelyn had attracted to itself a whole series of irreconcilables, to whom questioning was a passion, who, in the words of Tolstoy, could not be silent. Beginning with the founder’s time, Jocelyn had served as a haven, like the early Pennsylvania country itself, with its Moravian and Mennonite and Hutterite and United Brethren chapels, its Quakers and Shakers and Anabaptists, for the persecuted of all tendencies within the fold of educational reform, and each new wave of migrants from the centers of progressive orthodoxy wished to perpetuate at Jocelyn the very conditions from which they had fled—thus the Bennington group assailed the Sarah Lawrence group and both assailed Dewey and Columbia, i.e., the parent-movement. Those who did not subscribe to any item of the progressive creed tended nevertheless to take sides with one faction or another for temperamental reasons; Aristotelians in philosophy joined with the Theatre myth-group to fight the Social Sciences.


  An unresolved quarrel between the sciences and the humanities was at the bottom of every controversy, each claiming against the other the truer progressive orthodoxy, the words, scholastic, formalistic, scientism, positivistic, being hurled back and forth in the same timbered hall that had shivered to Petrine, pseudo-Protestant, Johannean, Romanizing in the days of the Mercersburg controversy, when a schism in the Lancaster synod had broken the old college asunder. It was the perennial quarrel, in short, between Geneva and Heidelberg, between Heidelberg and Augsburg, none the less passionate for the smallness of the arena and the fact that nobody cared, beyond the immediate disputants, how the issues were resolved. To whom did it matter, certainly not to the students, whether the college were to drop the term progressive and substitute experimental on page three of the catalogue? Yet to these men of conscience and consistency the point was just as cardinal as the spelling of catalogue (catalog?). Under the pretense of objectivity was a fighting word or spelling to be lowered from the masthead and a flag of truce run up? The defenders of the progressive citadel were always on the lookout for a semantic Trojan horse in any seemingly harmless resolution introduced by the enemy. And quite correctly so, for the enemy was cunning. Who would have suspected that a motion to drop the old engraved Latin diploma and replace it with a simple printed certificate, in English, announcing that the holder had completed the course of studies, concealed an entering wedge for a movement to bring Latin back into the curriculum? Many of the ultra-reform party had voted Aye to this suggestion, not seeing the infernal conservative logic behind it, which was that the college had no right to bestow a Latin diploma on a student incapable of reading it, and hence did not really rank with the old conferrers of the sheepskin but in a separate class, along, it was suavely argued, with the trade schools and hairdressing colleges, which made no pretenses to Roman universality, to the nihil humani a me alienum implicit in the traditional scroll.


  Blandness and a false show of co-operation, discovered the ultras, were the characteristic revisionist subtleties—agreement and a reductio ad absurdum, the dangerous methods of the Greeks. Your true classicist would not argue in favor of the spelling, catalogue; rather, he would concur with the simplified spelling and move that the whole catalogue be revised in this spirit, with night becoming nite, right, rite, and so on, merely for the sake of consistency, at which point some burning-eyed and long-repressed progressive fanatic would pop up to agree with him, wholeheartedly, enthusiastically (“Let us break, in one stroke, with the past”), and the fat would be in the fire; the faculty, that is, exhausted by these shifts and reversals, would vote to leave things as they were. The experienced parliamentarians quickly learned the trick of party regularity, that is, to vote the opposite of the enemy, whatever the merits of a motion, but this rule was not foolproof against a devious opponent, who could suddenly change his position and throw the whole meeting into confusion. And despite a great deal of coaching, the honest and sincere doctrinaires of both sides tended, in the heat of debate, to take individualistic stands and even, in moments of great excitement, to make common cause with each other.


  Nowhere did Jocelyn’s faculty show its coat of many colors more bewilderingly than in the discussion, which took place every fall, of the winter field-period. According to the orthodox view, which had been carried here from Bennington, the field-period was the crux of the whole progressive system: the four weeks spent by the student away from the college in factory, laboratory, newspaper plant, publishing firm or settlement-house were the test of his self-reliance and his ability to learn through doing; the measure of the success of the field-period was the measure of the success of the college. The ideas of the founder and of Dewey, Pestalozzi, and Montessori here coalesced. However, in the course of years, modifications of the original program had been permitted to creep in, concessions to practicality or to humanitarian sentiment. Some employers were steadily enthusiastic about hiring Jocelyn students for the allotted four weeks in February, others not so much so, owing to certain dire experiences which had created an unfortunate “stereotype” in the employer mind. Volunteer work, of course, was usually available, either in the social-service agencies, or in the wrapping department of commercial firms, but for poor students on scholarships, counting on a warm college room, and a regular job waiting on tables or running the college switchboard, it was often a cruel hardship to be turned out in February to work, gratis, in a strange city and pay for meals and a furnished room. Moreover, volunteer work was open to two objections: either it was “made” work, answering the telephone, running errands, taking notes at rehearsals, and hence of no social utility; or it involved scabbing—some employers, it was discovered, actually laid off workers in the February slack season, counting on the yearly migration of progressive students to keep the wheels turning at a slower pace. Thus the practice of allowing the student, under certain circumstances, to write an academic paper or note-topic and even in rare cases to be housed in a college dormitory during the free month slowly grew to be tolerated, and with tolerance came abuses, so that the “pure scholarship” or “regressive” party could claim that the field-period had ceased to fulfill its function and therefore ought to be abolished.


  The extremists of the progressive side found nothing to criticize in this statement; either a return to first principles or no field-period at all was the slogan that governed their voting, and here they were in conflict with the moderates of their own tendency, who felt obliged to defend the field-period as it had actually evolved, abuses, academic papers and all, against this two-pronged attack, to show how, in certain circumstances, the preparation of a note-topic might contribute to self-development, in short, to invoke the arguments of traditionalist education and disparage the very axioms on which Jocelyn was founded. The whole question was further complicated by a material factor: one of Jocelyn’s great attractions for its faculty was precisely the winter field-period, the four free recuperative weeks in deadly February which could be spent in travel, literary composition, private research, or simply in rest and enjoyment. The less scrupulous of both sides, therefore, making up every year a plurality, voted shamelessly for any motion that would save their precious vacation. Those who went so far as to admit that the student got nothing from the field-period justified it on the grounds that some hiatus was necessary for a faculty drained to the lees by the exactions of individual instruction. “I don’t care what you call it,” declared Ivy Legendre of the Theatre (Theater?) Department, in her deep, bellicose, lesbian voice. “Call it Faculty Rest or Florida Special, if you want, but get the little bastards out of my yellow hair.” Mrs. Masterson of the Psychology Department, a spinsterish, anxious little widow with a high, thin voice, had compiled some very interesting figures on the relation of rest-periods to efficiency in factory work which she proffered to the faculty as relevant to the “vital discussion we are having”—it was this same little lady who had made a comparative study of the wages of teachers and garage-attendants in her busy Hudson coupé.


  Henry Mulcahy, naturally, had electioneered for the field-period with white, bitter, tight-drawn lips, smiles of commendation for its supporters, glances of hatred for its enemies. Though he did not believe at all in learning through doing or the instrumental approach, he felt the issue as an extremely personal one and quarreled with his friend, Alma Fortune, who deprecated the field-period on principle; he was persuaded that she was trying maliciously to snatch from him a long-held, inalienable possession. To him it was an issue of immediate loyalty or disloyalty, and when he spoke, hissingly, of “the enemies of the field-period,” it was as though the vacation were a person under threat of physical attack. He was everywhere at once during the crucial period, behind the scenes caucusing with the scientists whom he had despised but with whom he now discovered more than one common aim, in corridors buttonholing middle-of-the-roaders, on the telephone, in a sibilant whisper, lest the party-wire be listening, at the door of the faculty meeting, adjuring, fortifying, counting the number present in the chamber and how they were likely to vote. When it was over and the faculty voted, as usual, for the field-period loosely construed, he had an exalted sense of public service, as if by superhuman effort and by not counting the cost to self, he had averted from the college a danger of which it was largely unconscious.


  In the same way, but on the opposite side of the fence, he had been busy in the undercover campaign against individual instruction, which just at this time was becoming the subject of complaint. On the virtue of small classes, everyone was agreed, but the more controversial part of the Jocelyn program, the so-called major project, or trial major project, had not worked out in practice quite according to Hoyle and was open, in fact, to the same kind of objections that had been made against the winter field-period. In brief, the system was this: the student was supposed to spend one hour a week with a tutor in his major field, this tutorial hour being the center of his education, accounting, theoretically, for one-fourth of his academic work and requiring a minimum of eight hours of preparation. This latter provision, the student, like all students everywhere, interpreted very freely: he put in as few hours as he could get away with. But the practicality of hoodwinking the tutor varied with different departments and thus gave rise to inequalities. For example, in sculpture, music, painting, or drama, and to some extent in physics and chemistry and zoology, the student was obliged to check in with the instructor for the requisite hours of studio or laboratory work and risked academic failure if he were not at least physically on the premises and engaged in a show of work. With the so-called “heavy” reading subjects, the situation was altogether different. A tutor carrying anywhere from six to eleven tutees—for the concentration varied from department to department—was in no position really to check up on how much reading was done, since each advisee or tutee was working, supposedly, in a different corner of a very wide field, a corner chosen by himself in accordance with his special interests. Thus a teacher of philosophy could not keep up with Heraclitus, Popper, Freddy Ayer, Pascal, Heidegger, Kierkegaard, and James, say, all in a single week, nor a teacher of literature with Richardson, James T. Farrell, Ben Jonson, Dos Passos, Horace, Zola, Gogol, Longinus on the Sublime. However well or little he had known these authors once, he was simply not up to the detailed questioning and discussion required to keep a student half-way up to scratch. The same was true of history and, to a lesser extent, of economics and political science, whose bibliographies were somewhat shorter. What happened, therefore, in practice was that students with applied art or science majors tended to gold-brick on their reading courses, and students with reading majors neglected their major project in favor of time spent in studio or laboratory in connection with an ordinary course. This difficulty appeared to be inherent in the system and provoked many departmental jealousies, with the scientists and applied-art people taking a superior line (“We can get work from our majors; why not you?”), so that irritation with individual instruction was concentrated largely in the humanistic studies and was tinctured with a sense of being misprized. The students, it was angrily noted, had been made to feel by the whole muscular progressive approach that reading was somehow bad for them and put on very touching and pathetic airs when a solid assignment in history or the novel was set before them.


  But this was only one aspect of the question. In principle, the choice of subject within the field was left entirely up to the student. Within the realm of his major interest, he was at liberty to select any writer, period, movement, or phenomenon that struck his personal fancy. He could concentrate narrowly on a single exemplar or range over a whole epoch; he could study monotheism, Egyptian burial customs, Marx, Roman coins, land enclosure, English town life in the sixteenth century, the Maccabeean movement, the treatment of animals in primitive society, the history of absolutism, the phenomenological philosophers, war novels, Polynesian culture-heroes, Kafka, symbolism, naturalism, the rise of mercantilism, Steinbeck—anything he chose. The catalogue, which in some respects had not been altered since the founder’s day, contained an alluring account of this freedom and its practical effects on hitherto unresponsive clay, written up rather in the manner of the old dynamic advertisement, “They laughed at me when I sat down to the piano.” The classic case cited was that of a boy of religious temperament who was sent to Jocelyn after he had flunked out of two other colleges; his only interest was playing the organ in the chapel; after four years at Jocelyn, he was able to graduate, well up toward the middle of his class, having devoted his major project to a study of the influence of organ-music on eighteenth-century poetry. This manuscript, three times rewritten with the help of his tutor, was preserved in the library, together with the thesis of the girl who had come to Jocelyn unwillingly, wanting only to become a vet, and had finally made a niche for herself by comparing the role of the animal-as-magic-helper in Russian and German fairy-tales. Another boy (in this case a highly gifted student), fifteen years old, having an affair with a twenty-year-old girl, did a legendary paper not mentioned in the catalogue on the Older Woman in Stendhal and Benjamin Constant. A girl with a prostitute complex, so she maintained, had been helped to marry by studying her type in Manon.


  Other examples, less curious, convinced the average entrant that he was not only going to be encouraged to express his individual bent, but that if he did not already have some personality-defining interest he had better work one up fast. Yet within the first few weeks he discovered that actuality did not jibe with these fancies—to his bewilderment he found himself pursuing a study, say, of Katherine Anne Porter instead of writing the radio serial he had come to college to do. Further and worse, when he went to the library to take out Flowering Judas, he learned from the librarian that all ten copies were out: Mr. Van Tour, his tutor, was giving it in Contemporary Literature, and several of his other tutees were making it their special interest. The librarian kindly offered to lend his personal Modern Library copy (he had done the same thing last year for several of Mr. Van Tour’s students), and he also recommended an article by Mr. Van Tour in Prairie Schooner on “Regional Elements in the Work of K.A.P.”


  Were the boy to change to Mr. Furness, he might have the same experience with Kafka; to Dr. Mulcahy, with Joyce. If lucky, last year he might have got old Mr. Endicott, a veteran of the department, now retired, who would let him study anything he pleased and report on it, while the old man smoked his pipe in comfort, with his hearing-aid turned off. Except for certain younger teachers, like Miss Rejnev, who made much of being conscientious, the faculty, in practice, had arrived at a quiet gentlemen’s agreement whereby each teacher offered two or three specialties, a limited choice, or else let the student roam, unsupervised, to some salt-lick of his own choosing. A student who did the latter was likely to get a high mark in Spontaneity but to rank low in Effort, Ability to Use the Tools of the Discipline, and Lack of Prejudice. The better students, in general, adjusted themselves without repining to what the faculty had to offer, pointing out to their juniors that it was better to allow Mr. Van Tour to teach you what he knew than what he didn’t, patently; but the poorer students complained constantly of having to study things in which they were not “interested,” i.e., those who had no real interests and no capacity for absorption but only passing whims with which they quickly grew bored felt genuinely deprived and disenfranchised at having to study a subject which someone else also was studying. They viewed the course of studies as a tray of sweetmeats held out before their greedy and yet suspicious eyes and cried out in fury when the tray was whisked away from them, still gluttonously hesitating, or when they were forced to accept a piece that another child had nibbled.


  The effect of these sulky accusations was to make a section of the faculty wish to withdraw from the catalogue all claims to individual instruction and to have advisees in the reading courses double up in the tutorial hour, as they were already doing in sciences and languages, without anybody’s saying anything to forbid it. But this proposal, though practical in one way, was in another sense, as everybody ought to have known, totally fanciful and heedless, since it was obvious that only individual instruction could justify the high tuition, which alone kept the college going. Hence the President and those close to the budgetary problem felt a real choler rise in them when anyone had the temerity to broach such a suggestion. To the men at the helm, in this hour of peril (the President, like all heads of institutions, was addicted to the nautical comparison), this was not a matter for free discussion, but savored, rather, of willfulness or mutiny on the high seas. And his face darkened as he said it; he would entertain no argument on the point. For he not only believed with all his heart in the merits of individual instruction but knew this belief to be necessary to his own and the college’s survival, so that those who questioned it seemed to him true destroyers. The perfect college they hinted at might exist on paper but it would never attract students, for it would have no selling-point, no gimmick, as they said in advertising, which for the unendowed or virtually unendowed college was the very heart, the pump, the ticker.


  Therefore, despite personal friendship, President Hoar experienced a nettled impatience with Miss Rejnev and other teachers of her ilk who were too stubbornly principled, on the one hand, and too eager for self-improvement, on the other, not to allow their tutees an absolutely free hand and indulge their own intellectual curiosity on the college time. He would not listen to criticism of the system from people who had no sense of proportion in the application of it; Miss Rejnev, Mrs. Fortune, and certain other members of the Literature department drove themselves too hard out of sheer whimsicality and caprice—some might even call it perversity—and then put the blame on the method, which others could handle with ease. And to a certain extent, President Hoar’s appraisal was correct.


  Although it was true that these critics of individual instruction were among the few who practiced it literally, their motives were somewhat dubious—did they really wish to make individual instruction succeed or to show that it could not do so? Second, did they really dislike it as much as they pretended? The fact was, that much as they decried the Jocelyn system as “intolerable” and “intellectually dishonest,” these people were, in their own fashion, extremely happy at Jocelyn, like all people everywhere who are working a little too hard on materials that are new to them. To be allowed, under the cover of duty, to pursue the world’s history down its recondite byways was, for Domna Rejnev, a pure nightly joy, a passion of legitimate conquest, and her students were quick to discover that they could not please Miss Rejnev better than by discovering a wish to study an author she had not read, preferably an old author, in some forgotten cranny of culture. Thus, though she and others like her, themselves trained in the classical order, protested on behalf of the student Jocelyn’s disorganized ways, it was the very lack of organization, the sense of teaching as a joint voyage of discovery or pleasure-trip, that made the college, despite everything that could be said against it, a happy place for its faculty. It was the faculty, paradoxically, that profited most from Jocelyn’s untrammeled and individualistic arrangements, the students being on the whole too disorderly or lazy or ill-trained to carry anything very far without the spur of discipline.


  For the faculty, as has been indicated, Jocelyn was by and large lotos-land. Those continuous factional disputes and ideological scandals were a form of spiritual luxury that satisfied the higher cravings for polemic, gossip, and backbiting without taking the baser shape, so noticeable in the larger universities, of personal competition and envy. Here, living was cheap and the salary-range was not great. The headships of departments were nominal, falling, by common consent, to the member with the greatest taste for paper-work. Such competition as there was centered around the tutees. The more ambitious teachers, as everywhere, vied for the better students, partly because these were more interesting and also easier to teach, partly because of vanity, and partly from the more insidious egotism of the Potter’s Hand, the desire to shape and mold the better-than-common clay and breathe one’s own ghostly life into it—the teacher’s besetting temptation, God’s sin, which Christ perhaps redeemed. Yet here, where such proclivities abounded, on account of the creative emphasis and the personal character of the tutorial relation, the danger was so manifest that defenses were erected against it. Strong influences were frowned on, academically, and those who wished to exert them were expected to do so off the premises, to the tinkle of the teacups or the cocktail shaker. In the assignment of tutees, impartiality was the order: anyone who wanted an A student agreed to accept two or three duds into the bargain. Since there were never enough A students to go around, inequities might have resulted, but for the fact that there were certain good-natured and easy-going teachers who, from long habit, preferred the inferior student, like a broken-in pair of shoes, and hence righted the balance—in fact, that diversity of tastes counted on by utopian social theorists to take care in an ideal society of the inevitable shortages of certain consumers’ goods, such as Rolls Royces, rubies, or good women, here operated in practice, so that the majority of teachers were personally content and just enough dissatisfied in conscience to make life worth living. The intellectual scruple substituted for the itch for gain by suggesting new incentives, opportunities for reform and improvement, second chances, either for the self or for the college, reasons, in short, to get up in the morning that seemed to be lacking to the student.


  The salary-scale here was significant. It ranged from three thousand to five thousand a year, not much, one would have said, by worldly standards, but adequate to the needs of the “creative” people who, as in most progressive colleges, made up a considerable part of the faculty and had another string to their bow. Most of the instructors were young and unmarried and did not grudge the few settled family men their professorial stipend, which went into bringing up children and not into conspicuous entertaining. Among the older married teachers, there were a number of those husband-and-wife “teams” that progressive colleges like to hire and others, for some reason, do not—for them the double income made a low salary practicable. And even such an instructor as Henry Mulcahy, tortured by debt, doctor bills, coal bills, small personal loans never paid back, four children outgrowing their clothes, patches, darns, tears, the threatening letters of a collection-agency, knew himself well off here in comparison to many an instructor at state university or endowed private college, where a stipend of twenty-five hundred would not be considered too low. Jocelyn, in this respect, followed the progressive pattern of offering a reasonable security to those in its lowest rank, while holding out few prospects of advancement or of juicy plums at the top of the tree. In this way, it had been able to recruit a faculty of poets, sculptors, critics, composers, painters, scene-designers, and so on, without academic experience and without, also, academic ambitions of the careerist sort—as well as beginners in history, science, or philosophy fired with the love of a subject and impatient of graduate-school norms; plus a certain number of seasoned non-conformists and dissenters, sexual deviants, feather-bedders, alcoholics, impostors.


  All these, on the instructorial or assistant-professor level, constituted the bulk of Jocelyn’s faculty, which included many transients and floaters, here one year and gone the next. Behind them, on the associate- or full-professor level, was the staple minority of family men, Fathers of the progressive republic, kindly, genial, older statesmen wedded to pipe and tobacco-pouch, steeped in a beneficent content, rather in the Swiss style, fond of bierstube, lieder, mountain-climbing, ice-skating, aperitifs on the plaza of a well-loved foreign town, chary of commitment, generous of praise, prudent, thrifty, foresighted—the best type, in short, of bourgeois summer-wandering scholar who saw events, as it were, three-dimensional, through the broadening stereopticon of travel. Such men had been drawn into the progressive life more or less by accident, through a chance recommendation, a meeting on a promenade deck, a college friendship kept up, and stayed in it partly from habit and partly from that taste for a foreign yet familiar environment that governed their vacation schedules: the scandals and oddities of the successive years at Jocelyn were preserved in their reminiscences like views of the Bay of Naples or, more appropriately, like the graffiti at Pompeii. Unlike their younger colleagues, they were able to find extenuating circumstances for any piece of rascality; seasoning had made them tolerant. Like all long-time residents in an alien environment, they used a double standard, one for themselves and another, more lenient, for the native folkways.


  Such a man was Aristide Poncy, professor of French and German, head of the Languages department of the Literature and Languages Division, a Swiss in actual derivation as well as in temperament, brought to America by his parents when he was six years old, educated at Zurich and the University of North Dakota—a middle-aged, fatherly man with large, smooth chaps and an outing taste in dress that suggested Sherlock Holmes. He had been at Jocelyn from the beginning without making an enemy; he taught his pupils, by preference, out of secondary-school textbooks and was himself engaged in a lifelong study of Amiel, on whom he had already published an admirable bibliography and two pertinent articles. None of his students, alas, could be got to share this interest; they preferred to read Sartre and Camus or, rather, to hear about them—he himself had lost patience with the French novel about the time of Maurice Dekobra. Under his multilingual auspices a variety of rather curious younger people had come to teach at Jocelyn. He had perhaps a cantonal prejudice (unconscious) against the French of Paris or even that of Marseilles, so that he had introduced into his division a veritable babel of accents. As assistants and colleagues in French, he had had at various times a Belgian, a German, a Corsican, another Swiss, an Egyptian (who, as he confided to Mrs. Fortune, spoke French “like a native”); this year, under him, were Domna Rejnev, a Russian, and a half-American Turk whom he had met in Istanbul, a Mr. Mahmoud Ali Jones, a tall, stiff, bearded man with a queer rigid gait who resembled a flat Christ in a primitive, under Byzantine influence, and who was thought by some, for this reason, to be an international criminal. Aristide’s taste for colonial or, as it were, secondary sources of a language extended also to German, which was taught by himself and an Austrian, and to Spanish, by a girl from Peru.


  The fact was, Aristide Poncy was a good and innocent man—the father of three little Poncys who all took piano-lessons—whose shrewdness and knowledge of the world applied only to money-matters at home and to the exchange of currency in foreign countries. He had been guilty, as he once confessed to Domna in an undertone, “of many grave mistakes in the judgment of character.” Whenever, during the summer, he took a party of students abroad under his genial wing, catastrophic events attended him. As he sat sipping his vermouth and introducing himself to tourists at the Flore or the Deux Magots, the boys and girls under his guidance were being robbed, eloping to Italy, losing their passports, slipping off to Monte Carlo, seeking out an abortionist, deciding to turn queer, cabling the decision to their parents, while he took out his watch and wondered why they were late in meeting him for the expedition to Saint-Germain-en-Laye. Returning home, usually minus one student at the very least, he always deprecated what had happened, remarking that there had been “a little mix-up” or that the Métro was confusing to foreigners.


  Was it, Domna Rejnev wondered, as she rapped sharply on the door of his office, this fatal gullibility that had drawn her to him now to unfold Mulcahy’s story, or was it rather his fatherly qualities, his tolerance, experience, and human kindness that made her fear him less at such a moment than she would have feared Howard Furness or Alma Fortune, both friends of the Mulcahys, where Aristide was not? Already, as she hurried through the building, she had begun to have the feeling that the tale she bore was incredible (which, of course, her training reassured her, did not make it any the less true), and she had commenced to rehearse in her own mind, her lips moving swiftly as she climbed the narrow stairs, certain little modifications and additions that would make the President’s guilt more evident to an a-political audience. For there was no doubt that, of all persons she could have chosen, Aristide Poncy was the least qualified to appreciate the nuances of the affair, so that even as she knocked, she hesitated, hearing her superior trill out, “Entrez,” with a wonderful, exhibition r that made her see already his large pink tongue soloing against his red mouth-roof and his large clean white teeth (Aristide spoke French virtuoso-style, like a demonstrator in a department store or a professional diver in slow motion, holding his mouth open to illustrate the mechanics of the production of the various dentals and alveolars). He rose from his desk to welcome her, a busy, energetic man as his office showed, book-lined from floor to ceiling, with a special section for magazines, French, Swiss, and German, and for journals of the trade, yet he was evidently, as he said, très content to see her, eager to show her a new volume on M. de Vogüé which he had just procured from his bookseller with the idea that it might interest her, très content, and, as always, full of restrained anticipation for the good gossip that would follow.


  Domna, shown to a chair, assuring him that his pipe did not bother her, felt at the same time a reluctance to begin on her narrative and a queer conviction that with this eager listener she had an absolutely free hand; owing to his personal security and remoteness from political conspiracy, he would accept whatever she told him as an attested marvel. “You don’t say?” he would interject from time to time and sit back to be regaled with the details. This prediction, she remarked to herself parenthetically, while clearing her throat to commence, would hold good for the greater part of the Jocelyn faculty—with two or three exceptions, they would believe anything you told them touching political entanglements. And with this a terrible temptation came to her, who was a model of honesty: why not involve Maynard Hoar? As even Aristide knew, Jocelyn’s “liberal” spokesman had tuned his guitar more than once to the Russian balalaika and was far more guilty, really, than the misled and hapless Mulcahy, who had not known how to disengage himself from an embarrassing commitment. Why not say that Henry, just now, in confessing his Party membership had also implicated Maynard in the Party tie? Easy to assert, in confidence, and no more, in a sense, than the truth. As soon as this devilish idea reached her full consciousness, she expelled it as wicked and useless—it could only end in ineffectuality or in both men’s losing their jobs. Yet the fact that it could have proposed itself to her so readily, easily, and naturally gave her a disturbing shock. What had happened to make her so ready to embark on a course of opportunistic lying? Are we less scrupulous when we plead for others than when we work for ourselves? And how in the course of a few minutes had she come to hate Maynard to the point where she would see him ruined, gladly, and think it a just desert? These questions remained troublingly in her mind, as she began to relate to Aristide, as truthfully as possible, and yet with great anger and conviction, the story of Henry’s dismissal. “You don’t say!” he presently ejaculated. “Incroyable!”


  CHAPTER V


  In Camera


  


  AT ONE O’CLOCK in Mr. Poncy’s office, Domna was tensely retelling the story to a group which now consisted of Mr. Poncy himself, Mrs. Fortune, young Mr. Bentkoop of Comparative Religion, Mr. Kantorowitz of Art, Mr. Van Tour, who had put his round head in, crying, “Here you all are!” and Mrs. Legendre of the Theatre. Sympathy and shock were instant; a sense of vicarious outrage—the vocational endowment of all educators—fused them like a Greek chorus behind their colleague as protagonist; strophic interjections of pity and disgust broke into the narrative before it was halfway finished. Even Mr. Poncy, who had thought to hold aloof from the affair, found himself with a capital stake in it by sheer virtue of seniority; as the first to have heard the story, he automatically assumed charge of it and kept interrupting Domna to underscore a point or add a detail which had made a strong impression on his own imagination, and very often, in doing so, he slightly altered the original, which in turn had been colored by Domna with the dye of her own temperament. Thus, in the telling and the response, the story became a living thing—the joint possession of the group—and was to some extent already alienated from its hero, of whom everyone agreed that, whatever was to be done (and on this there was great disagreement), he must be kept in the background, lest he do damage to his own case as they saw fit to administer it. In short, as usually happens in such affairs, the Mulcahy cause was immediately expropriated from its owner and taken over by a group which viewed it somewhat in the light of a property or a trust to be handled by an inner circle in accordance with its own best judgment; the element of secrecy enhanced this proprietary illusion; by common consent, lines were drawn between those who could be trusted and those who could not, between those in the office and those outside. And even within the office, certain discriminations began to be felt; Aristide in a low voice was emphasizing to Alma Fortune a departmental aspect of the case too little, he felt, taken into consideration by Domna, while Kantorowitz and Bentkoop, in the window-seat, exchanged a series of cryptic signs and voiceless words, indicating that Van Tour ought never to have been admitted to the conclave, and Ivy Legendre, whose empty stomach had set up its own growl, lazily urged Domna to call the meeting to order.


  Everyone, that is, felt called upon to stipulate, like a lawyer, his own degree of interest in the case, and to distinguish his own area of human solidarity from that of his neighbor, carefully set up boundaries and limits, eminent domain. To Aristide, it was the manner of the dismissal, the irregularity of it, that was unsettling, while Alma felt for Catherine and the children, Kantorowitz for the Humanities, Bentkoop for theism, Ivy for all rebels and bohemians, irrespectively; only poor Van Tour appreciated the politics of the case, having once in his early struggles as a regionalist short-story writer and would-be contributor to Anvil joined the League of American Writers and the League for Peace and Democracy, in the same spirit, as he now protested, that a small-town doctor, hanging out his shingle, joined the Rotary or Kiwanis or roared every Tuesday with the Lions. For everyone but the plaintive Van Tour, in fact, Mulcahy’s confessed Communist past and the President’s right to fire him for it became immediately subordinated to some collateral issue; thus Bentkoop, on the strength of a number of conversations about grace and theological despair which he had enjoyed with Mulcahy was impelled to state, categorically, speaking as a neo-Protestant, that his support for Mulcahy rested, very simply, on his belief that it was important to have at least one theist in the Literature department.


  On any other occasion, this avowal would have provoked a clamor, since it laid bare a view of education-as-indoctrination that was as shocking to the liberals and pluralists present as would have been the sight of an imported serpent rearing up on Aristide’s Coptic rug. But this morning such a response was held in abeyance, as it were, for the duration of Henry’s emergency; the notion, in fact, of a working alliance with God produced an agreeable sensation of jesuitry in everyone, as though it were a pact with the dark Plutonic powers. They felt heartened and stimulated by the very novelty of it and by a sense of mysterious big battalions moving up to support them from the rear. What impressed them about Henry’s case, as presented by Domna, was precisely the mixture of the commonplace and the bizarre. On the one hand, there was the family man and fellow-teacher; on the other, the arcanum of Communism, which excited their curiosity and at the same time relieved it. They saw themselves plunged into the adventurous and already looked on their colleagues, who were not to be made privy to this secret, as so many insensitive pharisees, incapable of understanding the motives that could have influenced a high-strung, conscientious individual to immolate himself in the mass. And the fact was, of course, that they did not understand it either, but forebore from asking embarrassing questions out of shame and a kind of shyness in the presence of the equivocal. Like so many gingerly Thomases, they contented themselves with fingering the wounds held out to them and attesting their intellectual superiority by their readiness to believe the incredible. When Van Tour cried out, for the third time, in his wailing, womanish voice. “What I don’t see, Domna, is why doesn’t he come right out and confess it,” everyone sighed aloud, and Aristide got up and, leading him into a corner, took him over by rote the whole history of the case, of Senator McCarthy, the Hiss trial, the crisis of liberalism in American universities, though in reality Van Tour’s question had more than once visited his own mind.


  Meanwhile, in the faculty dining-room, Howard Furness, head of the Literature department, who had had an appointment with Alma Fortune at twelve forty-five sharp to discuss a certain student who was coming up for Sophomore Orals, was glancing at his Cartier wrist-watch, a gift from one of last year’s parents, and straightening his knitted tie from sheer uneasiness. His sharp, dapper mind was extremely sensitive to any disarray in the outer garment of reality, and the empty places at table wounded him, like missing buttons on a coat. He had been quick, in fact, to see that those who were absent belonged to his chosen circle; something was up, he perceived, from which he was being excluded—a judgment was being passed on him. He was not so stupid, however, as to think, after the first bad moment, that they had met to discuss him directly; rather, he scented a crisis, having learned to detect a crisis by the fact that people avoided him during its early stages. Deeply mistrustful himself, he had learned to know that he was mistrusted and could not think why; the longing for intimacy he felt seemed to him a plain guaranty of the openness and simplicity of his character; it did not occur to him that he was gregarious out of suspicion.


  When the vegetable soup had been removed and the napkins still lay rolled in their napkin rings before the empty places, he slipped out into the hall to telephone, pausing to glance at himself in the men’s room mirror, where he saw only bright delft-blue eyes, flat, rather wooden features with a certain set of resolve to the jaw, and a Bermuda Christmas tan that gave a “finish” to the whole, like a wax stain on floorboards. This simulacrum reassured him; he caulked his face for the inquiry. “Give me the Co-op,” he murmured, legato, to Switchboard, with a sliding determination in his voice. The store phone was finally answered by Mrs. Tryk, the Co-op or soda-shop manageress, who shouted into it as usual in a surly, contumelious tone. “This is Mr. Furness,” he said lightly. “I had an appointment with Mrs. Fortune. I wondered if she could have mistaken it and be waiting for me in the store.” “Not here now,” called Mrs. Tryk. Howard sent his smile over the wire. “Would you mind looking around for me and seeing if any of the other people from my department are there? Or Mr. Bentkoop or Mrs. Legendre? They might be able to tell me where she is.” “Nobody here but Fraenkel of History and Mulcahy. Do you want to talk to them?” Having obtained this much information, Furness lifted an eyebrow—so Mulcahy, who regularly went home to lunch, was eating in the Co-op! But where, in that case, were the others? He felt this violation of the established pattern to be an offense first against himself and second against common decency. “Don’t trouble to get Dr. Mulcahy to the phone,” he said hastily. “Just ask him if he has seen Mrs. Fortune.” He added this latter merely for form’s sake; he felt a sudden unwillingness to know where any of them were.


  “Hello, Howard.” Mulcahy’s rather ectoplasmic voice effused itself into Furness’ ear. Both men disliked each other intensely, under cover of departmental solidarity and a joint sponsorship of the same canon of authors. The Proust-Joyce-Mann course, in which they alternated from year to year, had been a buffer between them, Furness making it a point to stress Proust by innuendo over Joyce, for whom he felt no great sympathy, and Mulcahy vice versa. “Alma’s not here. Can I help you?” Furness, who combined crudeness with the sensitivity of the princess of the pea—in short, a raw man, well polished, a bright, country-green apple—distinctly heard an ooze of satisfaction percolate through the voice of his subordinate. Wherever she is, he knows, he said to himself with bitterness. The vindictive thought that this egregious fellow might at long last have been fired had more than once darted through his mind, yet the voice on the other end of the wire sounded more as if it had received a promotion. “No thanks, Hen,” he said shortly and moved to put up the receiver; the line, however, remained open—Henry was waiting, like an encouragement. “Are you through?” inquired the operator. “You haven’t seen Domna, have you, or Ivy?” Furness burst out, thickly, despite himself. His tone suddenly grew querulous, as when he had been drinking, and a wild feeling of loneliness drove him to abase himself. “Where is everybody, anyway? What’s up?” “Perhaps they’ve gone to Gus’s for a drink,” suggested Henry, too helpful. “Probably,” assented Furness, hanging up.


  Mulcahy made his way back to his table, where the small scoop of chocolate ice-cream he had ordered was melting into the plastic and waxed paper chalice. He was, in fact, waiting for Domna, who had promised to fetch him for lunch some fifteen minutes ago and who had neither come nor telephoned. Yet he felt no particular apprehension; the fat was in the fire, and he had only to wait on the outcome; his fate and he had separated. Furness’ telephone call assured him, at any rate, that all was going according to schedule: six empty chairs in the faculty dining-room must be testifying, like a vacant jury-box, to a discussion of his peers still in progress. Here, in the near-empty shop, with Mrs. Tryk and her assistant engorging their noonday sandwiches at the table in the corner and Bill Fraenkel correcting some papers for an afternoon class, he had a sense of having crossed a Rubicon and of belonging no longer to himself but to history, a strange and yet restful experience, as though one part of him sat in a stage-box, watching with folded arms for the rise of the curtain, oblivious to the groundlings and their noise.


  What interested him retrospectively, and just precisely, he thought, as an onlooker, was the question of how and when the risky inspiration had come to him. That Maynard considered him a Communist must have been a strong factor from the outset, yet as he had paused in the hall outside Domna’s door, listening thoughtfully to her and her student, he had not yet (he was certain) felt the metonymic urge that would prompt him, once in her office, to substitute the effect for the cause, the sign for the thing signified, the container for the thing contained. It was the artist in him, he presumed, that had taken control and fashioned from newspaper stories and the usual disjunct fragments of personal experience a persuasive whole which had a figurative truth more impressive than the data of reality, and hence, he thought, with satisfaction, truer in the final analysis, more universal in Aristotle’s sense. Evidently so, to judge by first results; there could be no doubt that Domna, just now, had experienced an instant recognition: of himself as the embodiment of a universal, the eidos, as it were, of the Communist, Lazarus to their Dives, the underground man appointed to rise from the mold and confront society in his cerements. That he had never, as it happened, chanced to join the Communist Party organizationally did not diminish the truth of this revelation.


  Sitting here in the soda-shop, licking his little wooden spoon, he tried deliberately to re-imagine himself as a Communist, as the man he had just described to Domna, and perceived that, just as he had thought, very little adaptation was required. To them, he opined, glancing at the manageress and her assistant, who were conversing sotto voce over their pot of tea, he was a Communist already or worse, just as to Maynard Hoar he was a Communist or worse, i.e., an honest doubter who went to what meetings he chose, irrespective of the Attorney General’s list and the hue and cry in the colleges. And if they in their own minds and deeds equated him with a Communist, what more had he done just now than appropriate the label they dared not attach to him in their public pronouncements? By a faultless instinct, it would seem, he had been led to obey the eternal law of the artist, Objectify, or as James had put it and he himself was always urging his students, Dramatize, dramatize! Contemplating what he had done he felt a justified workman’s pride, which became tinctured, as he waited, with a drop or two of bitterness: he could imagine the hostile critics, the derogators, and detractors, finding flaws, carping, correcting, and above all minimizing, cutting him down to scale. Easy enough, he assured them, by hindsight to demonstrate the logic of the process, which was that of a simple reversal or transfer; anybody, having been shown, could do it a second time; yet the fact remained that he was the first, the very first, so far as he knew, in all history to expose the existence of a frame-up by framing himself first.


  Naturally, he acknowledged, shrugging, there were holes in the story. Maynard, he dared say, would pretend to have had no previous knowledge of this “alleged” membership; trust dear Maynard to feign bewilderment, innocence, injury. But in the adage of the martyred President, which he heartily recommended to Maynard, you can fool some of the people all of the time, all of the people some of the time, but you can’t fool all of the people all of the time. The gullible public, he promised Maynard, would find that denial a mite hard to swallow when it put it together with the F.B.I.’s visit, the swift, peremptory dismissal, the victim’s open confession. . . .


  A little, secure smile glinted from his eyes and faded as, inadvertently, he caught sight of the clock. Fear suddenly reduced him; they had had time, and more than time, to come to a decision. Supposing they were asking for some piece of tangible evidence? He had not thought of this. Was it likely, he swiftly countered, that he would have kept his Party card in his desk at home for a student-sitter to discover? Or in a bank vault rented for the purpose? Nonsense, he remarked, crisply, turning his impatience on himself. What was proof in these days that anybody dreamed of looking for it? Who asked Miss Bentley for proof in a far more weighty context? In these days, it would be a work of supererogation to show that one had been a Communist; the rub was to show one had not been.


  The idea that a man in his right mind would run the risk of proclaiming himself a Communist when the facts were the other way would simply occur to no one. That he could safely vouch for; the ordinary liberal imagination, he affirmed with a side glance at young Fraenkel, busy as a bee with his papers, could not encompass such a possibility. And it was of course a fantastic hazard—to that extent one should not blame Fraenkel and the others—one that few men alive would take and that he himself would not have risked this morning at many colleges outside of Jocelyn. In the present state of public opinion, all his advisers would tell him, he was inviting an academic lynching bee by such a gratuitous admission; if news of it percolated out West, thanks to some indiscretion of Domna’s, he would be open to prosecution for perjury. But this prospect, he observed with interest, did not daunt him; the choice he had just made in accepting himself as a Communist was having, he discovered, an extraordinary effect on his prejudices, as of liberation, such as a man might have in accepting himself as a homosexual. In fact, he could trace in himself a certain detached interest in the experience of being imprisoned, so that he felt rather defrauded by a vague recollection of having heard somewhere that perjury was not an extraditable offense.


  On the other hand, he assured himself, the risk was not really so great as lesser minds would assume. He was gambling, as he had already pointed out to himself, on Maynard’s reputation as a liberal, which meant something to Maynard that the worldly would not understand, but, over and above this, on the element of fantasy in Jocelyn, which nobody would understand who had not witnessed the freakish character of its tides of opinion, the anomalies of its personnel, the madness of its methodology which had produced here a world like a child’s idea of China, with everything upside down. And as if to illustrate the point, the door now slowly opened to admit a blast of wind and Mr. Mahmoud Ali Jones in galoshes and turban. “Good morning,” intoned Mr. Jones, inclining his long body from the hips, like an idol being bowed in a parade. “Are these ladies serving us, dear colleague?” he inquired in a deep, “cultured” voice, rhythmically unwrapping the turban, which proved to be an Argyle scarf. He made his way stiffly to the counter; the manageress paid him no heed. “May I implore a western sandwich?” he asked in a sonorous tone, addressing the room at large; his elongated, hanging-Christ profile was turned toward Mulcahy; one drooping brown eye slowly winked. “The kitchen’s closed,” shot out the manageress, addressing no one, in her turn, but stating this as a generalization. Henry bit his lips. “By whose authority?” he quietly challenged. Fraenkel’s Ever-sharp suddenly paused in its scribbling; there was a pregnant silence, till the manageress slammed down the teapot and pounded over to the counter. “I can give you ham-on-rye, Swiss-on-rye,” she cannonaded. “Swiss, if you please. A thousand thanks,” said Mr. Jones, bowing to Henry. “I was perishing for a bite to eat. May I join you?”


  He took the plate which the manageress pushed toward him and balanced it on a cup of coffee. “This is a pleasure,” he announced, in that curious, careful voice that appeared to have an echo in it, like a double entendre. “May I tell you how much I enjoyed your performance at last Tuesday’s faculty meeting?” The notion that this Byzantine lay-figure was capable of factional feeling alerted Henry’s interest and made him conscious of a moral law behind the smallest actions, as though a stone had spoken up or a fish in a German fairy-tale. “What points especially struck you?” he queried, in a disengaged and considerate tone, which nevertheless had a little feeler behind it. “The scrambled eggs, my dear fellow. Delicious!” Jones uttered a two-note musical laugh. “I am very fond of a pun, though my friends tell me it is the lowest form of wit. Do you agree with that?” Henry was aware of a great disappointment. “Our two greatest writers, Shakespeare and Joyce, were accomplished punsters,” he said shortly. Mr. Jones took a bite of his sandwich. “Domestic, of course,” he sighed. “My wife tells me that our President would be more sympathetic with your protest if he were obliged to eat, like ourselves, from the commissary. My wife is a Corsican, you know; from Ajaccio.” He offered these credentials in a definitive tone, quite bewildering to Mulcahy, who did not understand what they were supposed to signify—that his wife was an expert on cookery or a woman of implacable passions? Nevertheless, Henry’s interest cautiously revived; strange bedfellows, he reflected; and yet an unexpected ally, discovered thus casually, deserved, he thought, generosity, like the prodigal son returning. “We are both under medical orders,” pursued Mr. Jones. “We neither smoke nor drink nor permit ourselves any gassy foods—hot breads, of course, foods fried in deep fat, fatty meats, commercial cakes made with baking powder. . . . Quite a hardship, we’ve found it, dining in commons. In our apartment, of course, there is a little hot plate, but my wife does not think it economical to purchase for two in your stores here. But if you will do us the honor . . . ?” Henry’s pale eyes shifted; he felt his integrity compromised; yet he did not wish to offend. “My wife is not well,” he explained in a lowered voice. The idea of binding Mr. Jones to him privately, without yielding the social quid pro quo that Mr. Jones was angling for, gained a foothold in his mind, though experience bade him dislodge it: nothing in life was free, as he had learned to his bitter cost; the Joneses of this world, foiled of their pound of flesh, could become the most dangerous enemies. “It’s a heart and kidney condition brought about by the birth of our boy,” he quickly amplified, lest Jones begin to execute a withdrawal. “Nothing she won’t recover from, given complete rest. These extra-curricular activities required by the college have put too much of a strain on her; there’s low blood pressure too and a retroverted uterus. Our doctor privately tells me that those Saturday night dances might have killed her.” He was tempted now to go on, go the whole hog, but the door opened again, and it was Domna. He got up in haste from his chair and began to tie his muffler. “It’s been good to have this talk with you,” he murmured. “Let’s see each other again.” “By all means,” declared Mr. Mahmoud Ali Jones, still seated. “I’ve been wanting such a time to ask you—do you know that delicious little thing of Maurice Baring’s . . . ?” Domna was faintly smiling and dancing a little on her toes. “Ah, good morning, Miss Rejnev!” Mr. Jones began slowly to rise, like a fountain in the gardens of Allah. Henry turned up his overcoat collar and hurriedly took Domna’s arm; he had gone pale and his lips were bluish, as though he were already out of doors. “Another time,” he muttered. “An appointment. . . .” His mittened hand agitated the door. “Your check, Mr. Mulcahy,” called the manageress, an accusing finger pointing to the table where the evidence, the ice-cream calyx, still remained. Trembling, he began to search his pockets; Domna paid, from her purse.


  “It is all right,” she called to him, as they ran through the wind, arms interlocked, to her car, a blustering old Buick touring model, unpainted, without a muffler, and buttoned up now, with torn celluloid and canvas curtains in the old-fashioned style. She turned on the ignition, threw a robe over him, and began to work the choke. “It’s all right,” she reiterated, maternally, over the throbbing of the juggernaut. “They’ve voted to support you. You wish to go to Gus’s or to town?” “Town,” said Henry faintly. The car started off down the hill, with bravura; behind the curtains, in the deafening noise, he had a sense of being kidnapped; even the snowy landscape looked unfamiliar. This captive feeling was intensified by the fact that he could hear what she said only in snatches; she did not turn her head; the car roared; the wind whistled; he shivered, forlorn, in the rug. The names, Alma, John, Ivy, and so on, came to him from a distance, repeated in a tone of authority, as if, he glumly felt, they belonged to her; she knew them now better than he. Nevertheless, he endeavored to feel grateful for what she had apparently done for him; he gave her full credit in advance. A certain feeling of jealousy, brought about by the repetition of those names, made him prefer, for the moment, to depreciate the others and think of it all as her doing, her spontaneous mediation, as though she were a divine goddess; his eyes moistened obediently, as he choked out his formula of thanks; humility made gratitude more fulsome, as he had discovered in the past.


  Yet she, on her side, seemed girlishly determined that he should appreciate them all. Alma, he heard, was “wonderful,” Milton Kantorowitz was “wonderful”; even Aristide was “wonderful, so unexpectedly staunch,” as though, Mulcahy thought, grimly, the simple performance of one’s duty deserved a medal for heroism. Van Tour was “absolutely amazing.” “Who would have thought,” she cried gaily, “that the young man had so much blood in him?” It was clear, reflected Henry, watching her assured profile, that a meeting of the mutual admiration society had just concluded its business. And he could not help being nettled by the knowledge that they were all exploiting him, making him a pretext for the discovery of each other’s virtues: in this business, he remarked to himself sourly, he seemed to be the forgotten man. Every one of them had his own ax to grind here, a thing Domna made abundantly clear, but joyously, as though self-interest were a newly discovered cardinal virtue. “It means that each one has a real stake in it,” she cried, like some Hobbesian Miranda. “Only a really interested act is worth anything.” “Your view has the merit of paradox, at any rate,” commented Henry, non-committal. And he was the more resentful of Domna’s shining eyes, wind-whipped bright cheeks, with their flags of pride and accomplishment, when he discovered, toward the end of the ride, that the glorious little group had decided nothing whatsoever, so far as he could see.


  They had decided to use “the existing machinery”—the very phrase set his teeth on edge. “It’s Aristide’s counsel we’re following,” she elected to inform him, while backing into the parking-space before the red-brick restaurant. “Just look behind and see if I am too close,” she interposed, as he started to protest, a typically feminine maneuver, he thought bitterly, seeing that it was as he had thought, his instinct had not misled him: he had been taken for a ride. He obeyed, however, with a shrug—“All right here.” “Aristide thinks it best,” she calmly pursued, shifting into first and letting out the clutch, “that we leave the political thing dormant for the moment.” “Look out!” shouted Henry involuntarily, as she hit the bumper of the car ahead. “Oh, how stupid of me! He thinks it best that we handle it departmentally and simply, as I say, get the department to accord you a vote of confidence which he, as head of the division, will carry to Maynard as a protest. Would you pass me my pocketbook, please?” “Domna!” His cry finally arrested this “normative” flow of words. “You must be mad! Don’t you see that that means working through Furness?” He gripped her arm to restrain her, lest she evade the issue by getting out of the car. “My dear girl, this is serious business. Furness, as you ought to know, is the classic type of informer, an academic police-spy. He’s already got the wind up; he called up the store just now, spying out the land. I told him nothing, naturally, but he’s got the bee in his bonnet. We shall have to work fast to circumvent him.” Domna’s face wore an expression of childish, crestfallen disappointment; she looked ready to cry from sheer defeated altruism, the vanity of good intentions. “We thought . . .” she jerked out, “Aristide . . . Milton . . . we all thought. . . .” Henry stretched his legs. “You thought,” he told her calmly, “of your own skins, procedural safeguards, and all the rest of it.” Domna’s lips quivered; tears stood on her thick lashes. “Not you, Domna,” he said, more kindly. “I exempt you from such intentions. At worst, you have been thoughtless. Didn’t it occur to you, after all we have said together about Furness, that you might, just possibly might, be endangering Cathy’s life if you followed the method you approve of? What a temptation to malice to let her know, by a slip of the tongue, what was happening to her husband!” She stiffened, as if in disagreement, and stole a look at her watch. “I must hurry,” she muttered. “I have a class.” “Or an anonymous denunciation, posted to the F.B.I.?” He smiled to see that she was shocked by these possibilities he was suggesting, shocked, of course, more by him than by Furness, and, truth to tell, he enjoyed shocking her: it reinstated him at the tiller of his fate.


  Actually, after his first revulsion, he was inclined to let them have their way, but not without unsettling them a little, for future policy’s sake. If he yielded now, as he proposed to do in a few moments, and Furness proved obdurate to their entreaties (as he almost certainly would), then the next step in the dance, he could promise himself, would be called by Henry Mulcahy. He himself, through a natural impatience, common in quick minds, tended to prefer the short cut, but he had sufficient experience with faculty parliamentarians to know that, in every instance, it was necessary to exhaust legal means first, “employ the existing machinery,” etcetera, before they could be brought to an action that common sense would have dictated in the first place.


  “You misunderstand Furness, I think,” answered Domna in a low, serious voice. “He likes you but fears you don’t like him. He has a bad character and longs to be loved. As to whether he would tell Cathy”—she shrugged, rather dispiritedly—“what is the use of arguing? I think not, but how shall I prove it?” She shrugged again. “Naturally, if you don’t wish it, we won’t do it that way.” She spoke in a flat, stubborn voice, but her breast rose in a sigh, in memory of the work lost. “But I must tell you frankly,” she added, as if compelled by conscience, “that if you refuse to do it our way, you will probably be out on a limb. Many people who will support you humanly will not involve themselves gratuitously in a political mess.” “And if I do it your way?” he insinuated. Domna suddenly looked blank; she had not, plainly, thought ahead beyond her conviction of easy victory. “What do you people offer me in exchange for the risk I shall be running?” His tone was perfectly pleasant, but the question seemed to disturb her. “Offer you?” she repeated, vaguely knitting her brows. “What do you mean, Henry? That seems a most odd conception.” “What will you do,” he said, waspishly, “when Furness turns you down in the department? Does your solidarity regretfully stop there?”


  Domna once again looked hurt. “Alma and I spoke of resigning,” she finally let out, in a whisper. “Wonderful,” he absently assented, but his mind was elsewhere immediately. That was the sad thing about a confederacy: nothing was ever enough. “Just you and Alma?” he queried in a wistful tone, for already he was thinking in terms of a whole department. Domna flushed, which recalled him to the present and to the gratitude he was supposed to be showing. “Overlook my behavior,” he begged her. “I’m half crazy. I hardly know what I’m saying. Anything you want to do, of course, will be right because you decide to do it. Forgive me for questioning you at all. The defendant or victim in such cases as mine ought to be held incommunicado till his well-wishers have concluded their efforts. To be a victim or a defendant is simply inhuman. It brings out all one’s paranoia. Do whatever you think best and ignore me.” He spoke swiftly, bobbing his head in contrition, and then scrambled out of the car and hurried around to the other side to help her alight. Howard Furness, who had stopped for gas down the street, watched, behind the pump, while Mulcahy guided her solicitously into the restaurant.


  CHAPTER VI


  Lucubrations


  


  “LOOK HERE, Alma,” countered Howard Furness, with a light rasp in his tenor voice, “how do we know any of this is true?” The teacup on his saucer lurched and slopped as he spoke; they were drinking tea in her apartment in Linden Hall; a meeting of the full department was scheduled to begin here in a few moments, and Howard had arrived first, by design. Already, he felt captious and stubborn. “You take too much for granted,” he decreed roughly, thrusting a cigarette into his holder; like everything he did when he was jarred, this ordinary action seemed brutal and personal, a violation of frontiers. In silence, Alma passed him a little box of Vulcan matches. She was a widow of forty, small, dark, wiry, energetic, with a passion for Jane Austen and Goethe, the poles of an unusual temperament, which was at once rough-hewn and fanciful, delicate and dynamic. Twenty years ago, she had been a New Woman, of the femme savante school, and she had not been altered either by marriage or by the death of her life-companion—it was as though she had lost a congenial sister or a woman colleague with whom she had shared a flat and a small collection of books, bibelots, and common habits; having lived together with Mr. Fortune by a continuous stipulation of mutual consent, she had allowed him his independence in departing. She dressed in jerseys and wool skirts and brogues, wore a boyish haircut and necklaces of turquoise or Mexican silver, was fond of tea, little Cuban cheroots, Players, English Ovals, candied ginger, and so on. In the spring, she picked the first violets; in the autumn, a bouquet of wild grasses, which stood all winter on her mantel in a brass container. She was both extremely outspoken and extremely reserved; her personality was posted with all sorts of No Trespassing signs and crisscrossed with electric fences, which repelled the intruder with a smart shock. To men, in particular, the protocol of her nature was bewildering, like court etiquette; like a queen, too, she had her favorites, who were permitted familiarities and indulgences not granted to their superiors in rank or outward attainments—at Jocelyn, this footstool position was occupied by Henry Mulcahy and his dependents.


  Howard Furness was a friend of Alma’s, but she pricked him continually, like a nettle. Her black, wizened, peppercorn eyes regarded him with a permanent twinkle which anticipated his weakness and shriveled his independence; she would seldom speak to him seriously, except on department business, called him “Howie,” or “little Howie,” though he stood five feet nine, or even, when specially humoring him, her “little manikin-minikin,” which suggested, and not only to Howard’s mind, a dressed department-store dummy or a ventriloquist’s puppet. In moments of peace, he endured this, but in moments of crisis, like the present one, he was driven to take up with her a peculiarly sidling and derogatory tone, full of insinuation, as though he coarsely “saw through” her, like that of a boy to his sister. And at bottom, he did murkily consider all attainment, idealism, and so forth, to be a sort of speciousness; the upper world, for him, was divided into admitted frauds, hypocritical frauds, unconscious frauds: this fraudulence, in fact, to his glazed-pottery-blue eye, constituted the human, and below it was only animal activity, which was of no interest or amusement to the observer. Every relationship, therefore, propelled itself for him toward confession and mutual self-exposure; the slurrings and elisions of his voice conspired to this end; even in his ingratiating mood, his talk had a sidelong motion, suggestive of complicity. At the same time, he had a firm sense of what was reasonable and proper, of the Palladian façade of appearances and observances, a sense which was at present aggrieved by the farrago of incoherent accusation which was being offered him in all earnestness by a woman of supposedly critical temper; his jealousy of Mulcahy was sharpened by creative envy—to what lengths would sheer audacity carry the man?


  Yet his natural envy, as of a fellow safe-cracker, together with a respect for the laws of slander, imposed on him a code, if not of silence, at any rate of restraint. He would do no more than restively hint his belief that Hen was lying, and this made him irritable, since nobody, he knew, would credit him with a voluntary act of abstention, but, on the contrary, everyone would gladly misjudge him and suppose that careerist motives kept him from supporting a colleague whom actually he distrusted for impersonal reasons and in the end from a sense of proportion. He made a deft little grimace and pushed his cup aside. “Let’s try to keep our heads,” he advised, with a worldly flourish of the cigarette-holder. “We’re all sorry for Cathy, but that’s the risk Hen has run. Frankly,” he shrugged, “the human angle leaves me rather cold. We all have our hard-luck stories, and Cathy was Hen’s lookout.” A peculiar, provocative smile had become affixed to his features, and his voice had a ring of defiance; in this atmosphere of coddling, he felt it his duty to vaunt himself as a particularly hard-boiled egg, but he found a cool pleasure in the role that outstripped his corrective intention; the desire to be original passed, through justification, into a positive wish to offend.


  “In Maynard’s place,” he rather airily announced, “I should have acted sooner. For six months, at least, our friend Hen has been asking to be fired, and today he finally got what he was looking for. I’m not interested in his Party membership, or the meetings he went to; the more fool he, if he didn’t break with the Party when the breaking was good.” His voice had begun to rise, despite himself; Alma’s assessing silence worked on him like a reproach. “What you fine people choose to ignore,” he said, curbing himself, “is the academic record. In the two years he’s been here, how many times has he turned in his achievement sheets on schedule? Or reported class absences? Or filled in the field-period reports? How many conferences has Hen missed? Have you any idea?” In reply, Alma slightly lifted her shoulders, as though to deprecate all this as immaterial. There was a knock on the door, and Aristide softly entered; with an air of great precaution, like a late theatre-goer who fears to interrupt the performance, he tiptoed across the room and lowered himself onto the Empire sofa. As Howard’s indictment continued, his mild, smooth, benign face, like a Swiss weather-clock, registered a variety of alarmed expressions, from administrative pain to total mystification; this recital of quotidian misdemeanors affected him like a traveler’s tale, an account of strange customs prevailing among unfathomable peoples. “Last summer,” Howard concluded, with a sweep of the white cuff, “seven of Hen’s students wrote me, wanting their projects back. The others apparently didn’t care.” He gave a little laugh, in tribute to his normal skepticism. “We have some duty to the students, I assume. Little Elmendorf, let me remind you, nearly didn’t graduate last year when Hen mislaid her thesis and insisted, in the department, that it had never been turned in.” He quirked an eyebrow. “We know enough elementary Freud by this time to see the psychopathology of that. Little Elmendorf’s father, as we have cause to remember, was a trustee.”


  He suddenly gave vent to a wholly unpremeditated and rather concessive laugh. A truant sympathy for Hen made his argument sway and topple, just as he reached to crown it—his public positions were always unsteady, being built up, block by wooden block, like a child’s tower, out of what he held to be correct and fitting; a mere stir in the ambience or an inner restlessness could unbalance him. In this case, it was the presence of Aristide, perturbedly nodding and deploring, and the recollection of Elmendorf Senior, a beetling kulak of the region, that brought a glint of malice to his eye. The subversive he acknowledged in himself was all at once irresistibly appealed to by Hen’s consistent vagaries of character. One side of Howard, his best, the side that drew his students, was an airy sybarite in the moral sphere and behaved as a sort of prodigious host, officiating, somewhat in the background, over the great banquet of life and letters, calling in the dancing-girls and the poets, drunken Alcibiades and simple Agathon, applauding each turn without invidious distinction; in this mood, he wore a garland perpetually round his neck; his collar was loosened, his blue stare moist with afflatus; he cried, Encore, encore; and his methodology was simply reductive: he considered Socrates to be a man and mortal. The indignation he had felt, just now, with Mulcahy, tacked as it neared the ethical and sought another route for its expression. He took a more pacific tone and, thrusting his rather undershot jaw out, said, “God knows, Alma, I don’t enjoy playing the Christer. Minding Hen’s p’s and q’s is not my idea of a picnic. But let’s face up to the facts here. If you’ve got to champion Hen out of personal loyalty, that’s your affair; each to his own taste. Take it up with Maynard; I won’t stop you. But for God’s sake, if you must go into it, do it with your eyes open.”


  There was a second knock on the door. Aristide leaned forward. “Excuse me, Alma,” he interjected, “Ellison asked me to tell you that he was sick in bed.” Alma gave a snort; Herbert Ellison, the young poet of the department, who taught verse-writing and modern poetry, was never on hand when needed; she suspected him of moral cowardice or of an intellectual superiority to the mundane, which amounted to the same thing. Domna Rejnev and Van Tour came into the room together and without a word took seats, side by side, as if pledged to a common intransigence. “Let’s not kid ourselves,” Furness exclaimed, paying no attention to them and continuing, deliberately, from where he had left off, “Hen’s appointment is not being terminated for political misbehavior. If Hen was ever a Party member, this is the first Maynard or anybody else ever knew of it.” He paused to let this sink in, together with its implications, and his eye inadvertently met Domna’s; she was staring at him with an expression of such cold ferocity that he shivered and lost track of what he had meant to say. He had been steeling himself for the last half-hour against just this look of hers, which he had precisely anticipated, but which nevertheless made him quail. His soul, however, stiffened obstinately; he was half in love with Domna, or so he kept telling himself, and this drove him, tactically, to resist her. “I don’t delude myself,” he cried, with a certain resolved desperation that brought all eyes but Domna’s curiously to rest on him, as if for once he spoke directly from the heart, “I know what you’re thinking!” Domna turned him her profile in a gesture of contempt. “That I’m behind this dismissal, that I’m jealous of Hen, that I’m a trimmer”—he made a slight ironic bow to Alma, who was fond of using this word. “Believe me,” he glanced at Domna, who kept her head averted, “Maynard didn’t consult me. If he had consulted me . . .” He shrugged. “What would you have had me say? What would you have said in my place if you had been nearly two years acting as a buffer, between Hen and the bursar and the registrar, between Hen and his tutees, between Hen and the Jocund, between Hen and the student council? If other departments had complained to you about Hen’s raids on their students?”


  Aristide cleared his throat; Domna’s pink lips parted and swiftly closed again; she took out a pencil and began to draw, indifferently, in her notebook; Alma coughed, a quick, shrill, peppery cough that at once earned her the right to answer. “No need to quarrel,” she said tersely, and the room came to order. Her voice was like a pointer, moving sharply on a map or blackboard, which gave her an air of authoritative impersonality, though as a matter of fact she was congenitally nervous and suffered from intermittent eczema, asthma, shingles, and all the usual disorders of the repressed female brain-worker. Her neck, as she spoke, reddened and she coughed, from time to time, awkwardly. “We have a simple difference of opinion. We differ, apparently, as to Henry’s professional qualifications. We indorse him; you do not. That’s the nub of the matter. The political question is secondary. Nobody has the right to teach merely because he is or was a Communist—on that we can all surely agree?” All heads promptly nodded but Domna’s. “You disagree?” swiftly asked Alma. “ ‘Nobody has the right to be a policeman,’ ” quoted Domna, rather slowly. “I am not sure. In principle . . . yes . . . no. I am not sure.” A heavy frown appeared on her forehead; everyone turned to look at her in perplexity. Domna’s thought-processes, as they all knew, were rather lengthy and tortuous; Van Tour heaved a sigh. “Let’s say you temporarily abstain,” put in Alma, kindly. “The point need not come up unless Howie persuades us that Henry is unfit to teach on academic grounds. I think we would all say, however, that membership in the Communist Party, past or present, does not in itself establish unfitness to teach.” Aristide revolved this statement. “Well now, Alma,” he allowed, “I am not sure you have the correct formulation. Intellectual freedom—that is the usual point, isn’t it? Can a Communist under discipline have intellectual freedom? We hear that they cannot, that they are under strict orders to promote their infamous doctrine; their minds are not free as ours are.” Van Tour interrupted, excitedly. “Catholics are not free either,” he protested with heat. Like many teachers of English, he was not able to think very clearly and responded, like a conditioned watch-dog, to certain sets of words which he found vaguely inimical; in an argument he was seldom able to discriminate between a friend and a foe, the main contention and a side-issue. With a person of his temperament, a statement of preliminary axioms, such as Alma had been attempting, was fatal. He was now under the impression that Aristide was slurring Mulcahy; a mid-western distrust of foreign languages, moreover, led him to associate Aristide, who was a Protestant, with the ukases of the Vatican. “Catholics believe in a single truth, too,” he cried, warming. “They only tolerate opposition in countries where they haven’t taken over the government. Look at Spain! Why should we let them teach when we won’t allow it to Communists?” “Hear, hear!” remarked Howard, amused. “No one has intellectual freedom,” asserted Domna suddenly, in a vicious, smoldering tone.


  Alma coughed and resumed control of the discussion. “Let me re-frame the point. Past membership in the Communist Party does not in itself establish unfitness to teach.” “Aye, aye,” cried Van Tour. Aristide nodded. “Hence,” pursued Alma, “if we can agree that Henry possesses the necessary academic qualifications, we will be in a position to argue that his dismissal be reconsidered, (a) in view of the present discriminatory practices in the colleges, which will make him, if fired, virtually unemployable, (b) in view of his own admission of former membership in the Communist Party, which, in the absence of direct evidence of his incompetence, suggests at any rate that political discrimination may have been exercised here against him.” Howard withdrew his tongue from his cheek and whistled. “Very discreet, Alma,” he commended. “You make no concrete charges, bring forward no evidence, and merely counsel Maynard to avoid the appearance of evil. I take my hat off. May you mediate for me when my hour comes.” He blew her a congratulatory kiss. “Agreed,” retorted Alma, absently. “Alma,” put in Aristide, “a single correction, if I may. Strictly speaking, Henry is not being fired. His contract is not being renewed, a rather different thing where future employment is concerned. I presume that you are using the expression loosely, as a sort of shorthand, and, so long as we all understand that, it may be convenient to do so.”


  Alma nodded. “Now, whatever we think ourselves, Maynard will undoubtedly tell us that Henry is not being fired, as you say, Aristide, but being let out for routine administrative reasons. What’s more, he will mean it, I assure you. If Maynard has fired Henry for political activities, he has no conscious idea he has done so. Therefore, it devolves on us to give him our opinion that Henry is professionally competent and deprive him of the psychological basis for treating the problem as a purely routine incident. And, as Howie points out, it is possible that Maynard has been acting in good faith and knows nothing of the Party membership. In which case, the vigorous protest of Henry’s department ought to open his eyes to what appears to be a flagrant injustice. Now, Howard,” she said pleasantly, with an air of “drawing him out,” “you are in disagreement with the rest of us. You do not think Henry competent for a number of reasons which you have cited and which, so far as they go, we are prepared to accept, I think, without further question. The head of the department, we will all agree, is in a position to have a certain kind of knowledge of a teacher’s routine work and routine failures which the rest of us, happily, are spared. We will all admit, I think, that Henry has been lax, but which of us here, I wonder, is in a position to cast the first stone?” Her shot-like eyes peppered them; she folded her muscular hands in her lap. “Not I,” said Van Tour eagerly. “I’m always late with my achievement sheets. My students are forever after me to return their little term papers.” He flapped a white hand in the air. “And the complaints I’ve had from the registrar’s office!” He heaved his shoulders in their suede jacket and sent his eyes to heaven. “Nor I,” exclaimed Domna. “You know yourself, Howard,” she chided him, “that I forget to record class absences. And my library history is shocking. I never remember,” she earnestly told them, “to put the books on reserve.” “We all have our peccadilloes,” warmly declared Aristide, “I remember one of my students—do you recall the case, Alma?—Hyslop, I believe the name was, who was doing a paper for me on Victor Hugo or was it Dumas fils?” His large flat lips stretched and tightened around the proper names, like a rubber band contracting; he had never anglicized a French word in all his professional history, with the single considered exception of Paris.


  Howard broke in with a jerky laugh. “Et tu, Aristide?” he reproached him. “I should never have thought it.” The malicious smile returned to his face. “Shall we all confess and take our hair down? I could unfold a tale or two myself.” Every face, he noted, showed alarm—what tales, he asked himself, were they thinking of? Alma, he knew, privately censured him for “too close a relation with the students.” It was believed, also, that he had written certain well-to-do students’ term papers. Moreover, he kept a trot in his office, of the plots of the world’s famous novels, which he had once pressed on Domna in an emergency. For a moment, scanning their faces, he felt a lurching desire to rock the boat of their conventions by some untoward and scandalous revelation; he steadied himself with a jolt. “We’ve all of us let our work pile up on us from time to time,” he announced in a rather cavalier and yet sententious tone. “But in Hen’s case, there’s a point where quantity became quality. The quality of his work has been affected.”


  “How do you know?” cried Van Tour. “You don’t know the quality of a man’s work from the memos you get from the registrar!” He spoke quickly and belligerently, from what everyone recognized to be a job-insecurity of his own. He was a well-intentioned, fat, youngish man with a sentimental devotion to literature and a belief in its “improving” qualities, but chronically vague and disoriented; like many sentimental people, he really felt things more deeply than those who characterized him as sentimental; he was truly moved by a beautiful passage and truly warmed to indignation by injustice to man or animal, yet there was always something in his feeling that seemed wide of the mark or of too literal or personal an application—in this case, his defense of Mulcahy had, in the embarrassed ears of his colleagues, an overtone of personal defensiveness; he was unable to distinguish between Mulcahy and himself, and he plopped into Mulcahy’s ambience like a whitefish into a sea-full of sharks. “How do you know,” he demanded, “the quality of a man’s relation with his students from these two-by-four official complaints? A teacher’s relation with his students is something very private and sacred; yes, sacred!” he cried. “I’m not afraid of using the word. I’ve heard Domna’s students beef about those reserve books, but that doesn’t mean they don’t adore Domna.” Domna, somewhat offended by this direct and unexpected criticism, even though she had just confessed herself guilty, moved uneasily on her straight chair. “And the same goes for Hen,” Van Tour added, settling back in his seat with an air of virtue and finality.


  “But in that case, Consy”—Mr. Van Tour’s name was Considine—“how are we to assess anyone?” inquired Furness, soothing; folly in another made him considerate, like a nurse. “We can’t quiz each and every student on his instructor without setting up a spy-system; teaching would become intolerable.” He gave a slight shake of his straight shoulders. “And we can’t let the students have a veto-power over the faculty; that would be frightful. Teaching, like all the arts, can’t be democratic or subject to referendum; it must be run from within, by an autonomous guild, according to guild standards.” “Exactly, Howard!” exclaimed Mrs. Fortune. “You’ve put your finger on the point. Now what are these standards to be? Are they to be administrative or internal, like the standards of a poem? Within certain limits, isn’t it possible for each teacher to make his own, as a poem makes its own laws? Isn’t that what we have here at Jocelyn that all of us treasure, whatever we may say about it? A certain autarchy, a rule of equals, without mutual interference?” Her small, dark-complected face had flushed; she leaned forward, hands folded between her knees, her skirt stretched tight, exposing round garters. Domna’s forehead puckered. “But a poem,” she objected, “justifies itself in the long run by referring back to life. . . .” “Tolstoyan!” retorted Alma playfully, “be silent.” Seizing the pacific opportunity, Howard winked at Domna. “Somebody—I believe Orwell—” he lightly divagated, “says that you can’t prove that a poem is good. A piece of news we must keep from the students at all costs or we should all be out of a job.” “You can’t prove that a poem is good, but you can know it,” said Domna, suddenly, with conviction. “There’s an act of faith involved, in each step of the esthetic initiation, a kind of new and quite arbitrary decision made when we choose to replace Turgenev with Tolstoy, or Lydgate with Chaucer. We make these choices in accordance with our own life-purposes; knowledge is not fortuitous but the fruit of a conscious decision, a turning toward, as Eliot says. In general, we submit ourselves to the judgment of the poets in these matters; we allow our poets to tell us that Donne is superior to Milton, and here perhaps we are wrong, but we cannot know that we are wrong until we also become poets. Tolstoy was wrong, in my belief, about Shakespeare, but his wrongness has a certain authority; we pause to listen to him because he was a poet. In the same way, it is only we teachers who have earned the right to be listened to on the question of another teacher’s competence, who have earned,” she finished, somewhat defiantly, “the right, if you want, to be wrong.”


  Howard nodded, soberly. He had followed Domna’s argument to the end, unlike most of the others, because he knew her to be honest and presumed that therefore, before she finished, a doubt would suddenly dart out of her, like a mouse from its hole. In general, he agreed with what she had said, though with certain practical reservations. He was quite well aware that he knew nothing empirically about the quality of Hen’s teaching; but neither, he was certain, did the others, and he would have liked to get this admission on the table. “Fitness to teach” was an imponderable which he had no intention of pretending to weigh; administratively, however, Hen was a nuisance, and while he himself would have done nothing to dislodge him, he thought it obtuse to pretend that no reason for dislodging him existed. Domna’s “right to be wrong,” he thought, smiling, he did not contest, especially since the phrasing seemed calculated to disturb the certainties of the others, those of Aristide, in particular, whose face, bent in consultation now with Domna, wore a thoroughly anxious look, as though he had abruptly discovered that he had been exposed to some contagious disease. “You think it possible, then, that we are mistaken in Hen?” he gravely queried, accepting a piece of ginger from Alma and sinking his large, white teeth into it cautiously, as his big pale gray eyes probed Domna’s bright ones.


  “Unlikely,” declared Alma, plumping down the silver dish. “Domna is right, of course, abstractly. Some sort of act of faith is probably involved for all of us here. But it’s not the unreasoning faith of a savage; it’s the accumulation of a lifetime of observation and inference. I can’t say, of course, from my own direct knowledge, that Henry is a good teacher. I go partly by hearsay and mainly by inference. I know, from our talks together, just as you all do, that Henry is a man with a brain, a big brain. The finest brain, if I may say so, on our faculty. I can’t think that our students can find anything but profit in being exposed to that brain, whatever happens to their projects or their ridiculous achievement sheets. I’ve profited myself, I can promise you. The man thinks rings around me.” She blew out a puff of smoke and mechanically all looked upward for the ring to form. The definiteness of her tone produced in every mind a concrete and haunting image. Mulcahy’s brain seemed to materialize before them, under Alma’s pointer, like a slide in a medical lecture, a cranium in profile or cross-section, with the tissue of veins and arteries, the soft gray matter, the cerebrum and cerebellum, all of unusual size and preternatural activity. Aristide’s eyes protruded. “You don’t say?” he exclaimed. “I should not have rated him quite so high. Where would you place him, Alma, on our friend Grünthal’s scale?” Van Tour giggled. “How about the Rorschach?” he whispered to Domna. “I agree with Alma,” she proclaimed, silencing him with a jab of the elbow. “Henry is the only man in the department who has standing outside of Jocelyn. I knew his early articles in the Kenyon when I was still a student. The synthesis he tried to make between Marx and Joyce was an important critical effort of the Thirties. You may pretend, Howard, that Joyce is a dead end,” she went on, excitably, though this was what she thought herself, “an interesting molehill in which certain pedants have tunneled till they buried themselves alive, that all this is pseudo-modernism, neo-orthodoxy, but what else, please tell me, is there that you find so un-sterile and fructifying? Where has your Proust led us? What you consider modern, your new decadence, is simply the latest billow of the Gothic Revival—Petrus Borel, my God!” Her accent had become more marked, as she felt herself moving along sure ground; like most European women when they argue, she was both angry and zestful. “You may say that these Joyce excavations of Henry’s are like some labor of the Pyramids, a monument of waste in the desert! Yes, in a certain sense, I agree, but it is at any rate a monument, a work requiring patience, study, the knowledge of seven foreign languages—a human sacrifice! What have you or I or any of us here to compare with it? Which of us has learned Italian or studies Hebrew at night with the Bible?”


  Domna stopped, breathless, scornfully conscious that she was probably giving offense to the feelings of the others. Whenever she saw, or thought she saw, excellence, she had a summary impulse to make others bow the knee to it, as she did. Generosity in all things was a point of pride with her, but she had no pity for those too lowly placed to dispense it. Thus, in the little speech she had just made, she had been driven by the demon of arrogance to wound Furness’ vanity and incidentally, for all she knew, the separate vanities of the other three. But for the moment she felt perfectly reckless of such matters and did not care whether the effect of what she had said would be a net reduction of the sympathy that had hitherto been extended to her idol. Indeed, she rather enjoyed the idea that only she was sufficiently spendthrift (that is, sufficiently rich in resources) to pay Mulcahy full homage.


  A constrained silence followed her outburst. “Grant Hen everything you say,” remarked Furness at length, “none of all that really touches on the question of whether he’s the right man for Jocelyn or for this particular department. God knows,” he interjected, laughing, “I don’t want to put myself in the position of robbing the poor-box or taking the widow’s mite. Let’s pretend that poor old Hen was a big figure in his time; let’s allow him his few words of Hebrew and his quotation from Leopardi. What you’re invoking, nevertheless, Domna, is a medieval standard of scholarship as an end in itself. Here at Jocelyn, I’ve been given to believe, we’re after something different: an active, two-way relation between the student and the faculty-member. Great learning can be an impediment to this; it opens up too great a hiatus, as in Hen’s case, between the student and the instructor. Hence we don’t insist on the Ph.D. or even the Master’s; in fact, we regard advanced degrees as a liability, if anything. None of us, except you, excuse me, Aristide, would be here if the college didn’t have this policy. Quite apart from other factors, Hen’s appointment, from the beginning, was a regression from Jocelyn principles. Hen, to speak frankly, has never subscribed to our methods, and I think a great deal of the trouble we’ve had with him can be laid to an unconscious resistance on his part to the experimental ideology. This refusal to fill out the achievement sheets and the field-period reports isn’t the result of mere inefficiency—it’s an act of obstructionism, or sabotage of the experimental machinery, unconscious, as I say, and very likely irrational; I think it very probable that Hen literally cannot fill out our achievement sheet. More power to him, in a way; one can’t help but respect an integrity that buckles at putting a check beside ‘prejudiced but genial’ or ‘truly liberal.’ ” The mocking smile played over his lips, but at bottom he was powerfully in earnest. For all his derogation, he truly believed in the modern, as subversive of established values, a mine or fuse laid under the terrain of the virtuous; the words, modern, secular, experimental, were drawled out by him in a seductive, blandishing tone, like a veiled erotic invitation.


  “Hence, Alma,” he declared, “I can’t join you in thinking that all Hen’s sins of omission can be relegated to the realm of mere technicalities. They’re the expression of a certain reactionary Schweikism which we’ve seen also in faculty meetings.” “Most interesting, Howard,” exclaimed Aristide. “I’ve observed the same thing myself. Hen and I have had a number of discussions on the question of relative grading, and he assures me that he doesn’t believe in it. He believes in absolute grading. I had not myself drawn the inference that he subscribes to a belief in the Absolute.” “I too believe in absolute grading,” insisted Domna. Furness laughed. “My eye,” he said. “How many Excellents did you give last term? You’re a real fraud, Domna, when it comes to the achievement sheet. You grade them on their beauty or on a look in their eye. Your marks, take it from me, my dear, are an exercise in sheer coquetry.” He laid a drawling stress on the last words; Domna colored. “As far as that goes,” he continued, “our friend Hen is rather liberal with the Excellents when it serves his purpose. But seriously, the point is, Hen doesn’t belong here, doesn’t share our objectives. He came here—let’s be frank—for asylum; we gave it to him. He ought, long since, discovering his hostility to us, to have looked for another connection. Instead, he’s remained here on sufferance and treated his post as a sort of embassy, with extra-territorial rights, from which to attack our institutions. Why should Maynard stand for it? He’s stood for it this long, I can assure you, out of simple kindheartedness and decency, in the hope that Hen would have the grace to move on, once he had re-established himself, to the kind of academic work he prefers. If Hen had made the slightest effort to find a post he liked better, during the two years he’s been here, I should have more sympathy now for him and for Cathy. . . . After all, Alma,” he argued, turning his persuasion on her, “Cathy is responsible, equally with Hen, not only for his hanging on here, but also for the attacks he’s made on Maynard and the faculty as a whole. Having been married, you know very well that the woman can always control these choices. I’ve tried, more than once, to get her to see that Hen was doing himself harm with these continual rows over trivialities, and she’s graciously informed me that Hen owes it to himself as a pedagogue to correct misdoing wherever he sees it. That Zeal-of-the-Land-Busy approach bores me, I must say. She encourages Hen in these power-fantasies to keep her hold on him as the one true and excellent wife; why, the woman’s a regular Maintenon. As it happens”—his eyes narrowed—“the last time I went there, to offer a little unwanted advice, my car wouldn’t start when I left and I was treated, through the picture-window, to an imitation of myself. Cathy, wearing Hen’s hat and muffler, was prancing up and down the room—”


  “Stop it,” cried Alma, sharply. She and Domna exchanged a horrified look. These imitations of Cathy’s were well known to them; indeed they had laughed at them heartily, but seen from Furness’ side of the window, they assumed another perspective. In this light, Mulcahy’s position at Jocelyn did in fact appear unjustified. Moreover, the two women could not help but feel to some extent implicated in that rather dubious position; they also had encouraged Hen to tilt against the local pieties and abetted him in his sarcasms; for the first time, strangely enough, it came home to them that Maynard Hoar did have a sort of case against their friend, but at the same moment they discovered that it would be wiser not to see this just now—any justice to Maynard would have to be done hereafter. Yet a sense of complicity held them silent in each other’s presence; each read the other’s thoughts and did not wish to be the first to disavow them. But Van Tour rushed in, colors flying, and saved them from a moral predicament. “ ‘Why don’t you go back where you came from?’ ” he hotly quoted, turning to Furness. “Isn’t that what you’re really saying, Howard? It’s the old move-on-buddy line that we used to hear in the Hoover days when anybody got independent. ‘Why don’t you go back to Russia if you like it so well there?’ I must say,” he added, chastely, “I never thought I’d be listening to that old bull slung at Jocelyn.” For a moment, every face wore a look of gratitude to the speaker for reviving the old militant simplicities, like a martial tune from long ago, but then a sigh went up; the inalienable right to “bore from within” was something they no longer believed in, though they felt a sort of pain where the belief had been, as a veteran does in an amputated limb. “It’s no good, Consy,” said Furness, regretfully. “Change that phonograph record. Maynard doesn’t owe Hen a living just because Hen disagrees with him. How about it, Domna?” he pressed her. “Even you wouldn’t allege that.”


  “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Candidly, I don’t know. Logically, you are right, of course. Maynard owes Henry nothing as a college president; yet as a man I feel that he does. There’s a certain noblesse oblige that we owe to people who criticize us and whom we have the power to harm. Strength ought to impose chivalry; we stay our hand against a disarmed opponent.” Furness smiled, recognizing an echo from his own course in the Epic. “You think it’s my feudal background?” averred Domna. “The code of the noble which is based on privilege? That is true, I think, but it is also the Christian ethic. What would you put in its place? A purely utilitarian view, which treats men as things in terms of their utility value?” Her voice had grown firmer as she moved into the field of rebuttal. “As long as we have a society of privilege, the code of the noble should restrain us against the exercise of an absolute power.


  “What you charge Henry with, is an abuse of hospitality. All very fine, as if Maynard had treated him in the style of an Arab sheik, as an honored guest of the college! Then, if this were so”—her eyes had begun to flash—“I would say yes, by all means, Henry had the obligation to repay courtesy with courtesy. But this is not the case here. Far from it. Maynard has used Henry to advertise his own reputation as a liberal; he hires him to salve his own conscience and write an article for the paper on how much better conditions are at Jocelyn than behind the iron curtain of reaction in the big rich universities. He treats him as we treat the DP’s, as a sort of testimonial to the paradise of freedom we have here, and then imposes on him all sorts of restrictions of what he can think and not think, do and not do. He is put to work at the lowest possible salary, housed in wretched conditions at an exorbitant rent, ordered to adapt his teaching methods to the progressive routine, expected to conform socially, to take advice and be grateful every day, like a refugee counting his blessings. When he shows signs of independence, it is time to get rid of him; out with him, out with the wife and children, accuse him of disloyalty to the Jocelyn way of life!”


  Furness made a motion of ducking; he smiled uneasily. Domna, roused, he thought, was rather splendid, in the manner of a classic heroine; a chaste fire glowed from her; she had the air of a dragon-killer or an acrobatic virgin bringing the serpent to heel. He allowed his admiration for her person to neutralize the effect of what she was saying; that is, he evaded the task of considering it as either true or false. “Go on, Domna,” urged Alma, sympathetically. Domna complied, but more modestly; she feared that once again she had yielded to the temptation to show off—was she herself not treating Henry as an occasion for the display of youthful virtue and high feeling? “Hospitality,” she speculated, “is a mutual affair, as the French word hôte indicates. Here in America, I think, we tend to overemphasize the obligations of the guest, as though he entered a hotel where the rules were pasted over the wash-basin. It may be that Henry has infringed the house-rules of Jocelyn by treating himself, not as a visitor, but as a member of the family, with all the prerogatives of criticism that family membership implies. But if he is wrong, and he is not a member of the family, but a stranger in the house, must we not then treat him with aidôs? Does not his special situation make gratitude less incumbent on him than aidôs on Maynard and on us?”


  Tears suddenly shone in her eyes; her voice trembled slightly; she was one of those romantic girls who are more moved and shaken by a concept, visiting their own lips, like an annunciation, than by poetry or visual art. Alma, who had a tenderness for youth and its sudden gusts of feeling, nodded quickly at her with sympathy and understanding. Furness folded his arms. “May I ask,” ventured Aristide, “for a translation? At one time, I was fortunate enough to pick up a little modern Greek in the Peloponnesus but my classic Greek is rudimentary.” “Care or ruth,” threw out Furness, negligently. “At bottom, untranslatable. The concept doesn’t exist for us. See Gilbert Murray.” “It’s another of those double words like hôte,” supplied Alma. “Aidôs is both that which inspires horror and pity, and the feeling aroused in the bystander. Aidôs applies to the wretchedness of a beggar or a suppliant and to the sentiment of concern one is obliged to show for him. A certain awe surrounds it. It is what Achilles, the killer of his son, in the end feels for Priam when he raises him up and weeps with him.” “And what the boy in the Iliad begs of Achilles,” put in Domna, “who is about to slay him. ‘Have a care for me.’ Greek logic demands that whatever is full of horror should command an appropriate response. ‘The concept doesn’t exist for us.’ ” She fixed her stern bright gaze on Furness. Aristide took out a little notebook and inscribed the word and the definition with a flourish, like one taking down the address of a pension. He snapped the notebook shut.


  “So,” inquired Alma, whimsically smiling, “are we to show aidôs for Henry?” She looked around her expectantly. Howard stroked his jaw. “Aidôs,” he remarked, “whatever it may be, and you girls can have it to play with, is not an official quantity. In strict justice, there is no aidôs, and I for one propose to deal justly. As a working member of the department, I would be guilty of misconduct if I signed a petition citing Hen for merit as a teacher. There has to be some standard in these things, in fairness to the students and the rest of us. You can do what you want unofficially, Alma; appeal to Maynard for clemency; that’s your feminine privilege. But we can’t let clemency become the official business of the department.” He lit a cigarette and deliberately leaned his head back, exhaling; he yawned. “But it’s not a question of clemency,” insisted Domna, abruptly shifting her ground. “I feel and I think we all feel—with the exception of you, of course—that Henry is a qualified teacher and more than that—as Alma says, a first-class mind. Added to that we feel that his rather desperate personal situation entitles him to more consideration than we would be entitled to ourselves and far outweighs what one might call the personality issue. Plus, to my mind, at any rate, a third factor: in the current political situation, a liberal college ought to lean over backward not to fire anybody who is suspected of Communism, just as a woman’s college ought to lean over backward to hire women when they’re discriminated against in the men’s colleges. Where discrimination exists, protection of the out-group is mandatory, even where such a policy runs the risk of creating a new set of special privileges.”


  “I’m glad to hear you acknowledge the risk, Domna,” remarked Furness on a rising note of irony. “You see where your policy would lead. To vying groups of separatist minorities organized for self-protection. We have something like this already in the Catholic and Jewish boycott groups, in the FEPC, which all you so-called liberals favor without seeing where it tends. I feel very little enthusiasm for the extension of this admirable principle to the universities. We’re not yet relief organizations, you must admit. The time may come, of course, when it will be sufficient to show need to get any kind of a job that individual vanity suggests; a wife and four hungry children will entitle the holder to teach calculus or astronomy or whatever his little heart fancies, and a college will become a mere dispensary for cripples of the social order.” He spoke roughly, with feeling, having come up the hard way himself; yet there was a certain sparring note in his voice suggestive of sport for sport’s sake; he baited Domna for the whim of it.


  “Other things being equal,” she retorted sharply. “Please don’t distort what I say.” The others sat back, with a certain sense of relief from responsibility, prepared to enjoy la boxe; none of them, including the participants, would know what they thought of this matter till the winner had been certified. “Many factors,” declared Domna, “are involved in a decision to let an employee go. Professional competence; the so-called personal equation; the employee’s need and future prospects; and finally what one might name the exemplary effects of such a decision. If Maynard lets Henry go, how many other college presidents, seeing what Maynard as a professional progressive has done, will cease to feel any qualms about proceeding against their own Communists, ex-Communists, quasi-Communists? This isn’t a permanent situation in which to be a Communist will guarantee eternal carte blanche to teach and conduct oneself as one pleases, but an emergency in which any individual weakening of principle is likely to produce a landslide. Each of us knows from his own inner experience how tenuous are the restraints of conscience, how pliant to mass opinion and precedent, to the justification by numbers. If Maynard is permitted to fire Henry, without protest or challenge, fifty other heads will roll.”


  Furness made a light gesture of disparagement. “Those unfortunate cases,” he said lazily, “will have to be decided on their merits. No action would ever be undertaken if one could envision all its consequences. Is Marx responsible for Stalin or Christ for the history of the Church? Very likely so, but the thought is a deterrent to virtue. Maynard’s responsibility, I should say, began and ended here at Jocelyn. To cultivate his own garden here and maintain the teaching standard is to set a sufficient example. To debase the teaching standard—however low you may think it already—on behalf of some vague social need would be an act of malfeasance, like the watering of stock or the currency. The same principle might be extended to our students: how often have we heard the argument that a student needs to graduate?”


  “I believe I’ve heard it from your lips, Howard,” remarked Alma, smiling. Howard grinned. “Guilty,” he agreed, “guilty. You will never hear it again. It betrays a certain contempt for our diploma, as I think you yourself have argued.”


  Domna twisted her hands. “I think I would not graduate an incompetent student merely because of his need to please his family.” Aristide cleared his throat. “There have been cases, however, Domna, where we have done so, where we have taken into consideration an unfortunate family situation, a browbeating father or grandparent and a wholly dependent offspring. I believe only last term,” he pursued, in an undertone, “you and I contrived to pass a certain student who was in danger of a nervous breakdown.” Domna bit her lip. “Yes, I know,” she murmured, “but that was really a marginal case. In general, the principle of need should not be governing, unless other factors are equal. Howard is trying to push us into a position where we will admit that our support of Henry rests on his incapacity. That isn’t so, really. If he were honestly a poor teacher, we would be wrong to indorse him. We would try to find some other means of solving his family problems, help him with money or fit him into some other position, where he could use his capacities better. . . .” Her earnest voice faltered, as she saw the magnitude of the difficulty. Furness was smiling. “And if he didn’t wish, Domna, to be ‘fitted into some other position’ but wished only to teach literature under our aegis?” His voice was triumphant; he had isolated what he believed to be the crux of Hen’s position. “No teacher,” replied Domna, flushing, “who wishes to teach can be totally bad, I suppose. . . .”


  “Ah,” exclaimed Furness, “so that if Henry were only relatively bad, you would still wish us to sign a petition for him?” “Not on the same basis,” she said stoutly. “You keep distorting what I say, like a lawyer.” Yet she knew that he had not distorted, but on the contrary clarified a thing she did not care to have clear. “In any case,” she cried, “he is not relatively bad.” “Supposing,” suggested Furness, “there was no question of Cathy’s health or of Communism, would you still defend him? Would you insist that the college keep him on his merits if he would have no difficulty in getting a job elsewhere?” “Yes!” she cried, emphatically, suddenly relaxing and pushing her hair back; this, she believed, was what she really thought; Furness himself had shown her a way out of the corner he had driven her into. “Yes, I would,” she announced, “for the sake of the college, if not for his.”


  “In that case,” argued Furness, “if you really believe that, why don’t you stick to your guns? Why bring in all this stuff about Cathy and Hen’s being a prisoner of the Party, if you really think it’s a straight case of merit going unrewarded? Have the courage of your convictions; go ahead and convince me that he’s a wonderful teacher!” He looked around the room pleasantly.


  Domna gritted her teeth. “I did not bring in this stuff, as you call it, about Cathy and Communism. It is there. It has to be reckoned with. If you want, it provides additional reason for not firing Henry. Other things being equal. There is nothing strange or unusual about what I’m saying. It’s a rule we invoke every day in ordinary practice. If there are two candidates for a job, say, in a woman’s college, and both applicants are of equal or near-equal merit, we take the woman, since she lacks the man’s chance of being hired by a men’s college. Or a Jewish college, like Brandeis, will naturally hire Jewish applicants, since most other colleges discriminate against them.”


  “And is that a cure for discrimination, Domna?” asked Furness, gently.


  The friendliness of the tone troubled her. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I see what you mean. You are trying to say that a merit system, honestly applied, is a better cure for these evils. That if Vassar were to hire men without discrimination, and Fisk or Howard to hire whites, this might provide a superior example for Harvard or Columbia. That, as it is, Harvard feels no moral pressure to hire women, since they have their own colleges, and the same is true of the Negroes and the Jews.” Furness nodded. “A very profitable discussion,” said Aristide. “I often think we should keep minutes. However,” he glanced at his pocket-watch, “I believe we have strayed from the point.” “Domna doesn’t think so,” observed Howard, tenderly. “She’s been driven to see that she is really asking Maynard to keep Hen on as a charity. This is all very well for Hen, but sets a poor precedent.” He got up and stretched. “Let’s all go to Gus’s for a drink.” “But nothing is settled,” protested Van Tour. “It’s settled between Domna and me,” insisted Howard, winking, and putting an arm around her. Domna frowned and drew away. “No,” she said coldly, “it is not. You have not persuaded me at all that I regard Henry as a charity or that I am asking Maynard to discriminate in favor of him on account of his Communist past. If I were, you might be right in principle that such a policy might be bad for the progressive colleges since it amounts to a political means test in reverse.” She spoke very rapidly; her forte was not original thought but the ability to return someone else’s suggestion fully made up and labeled, like a pharmacist’s compound. “Certain colleges we could name have been subjected to a political deep-freeze by the fear of firing deserving Communists or fellow-travelers. But this is not the case here. I would argue, as I said, for Henry’s retention if the political question had never been introduced. In fact—” she hurriedly broke off, for what she had been about to say was that she, for one, would accept Furness’ challenge and narrow the issue, gladly, to one of intellectual merit.


  Yet she checked herself, thinking of Henry. There were many here, like Van Tour, she assured herself, whose support for Henry must derive from a vicarious sense of political outrage, who were not large-minded enough to defend him if they did not suspect behind the scenes a conspiracy to displace him, a conspiracy of powerful interests to which they might fall the next victims. She had no right, she stoutly argued, to narrow the issues of the case to suit her individual fastidiousness. Moreover, she had been secretly struck by the perspicuity of Howard’s analysis and was wholeheartedly amazed and grateful that the others had let themselves be diverted by her from what was technically a very telling argument: did Mulcahy, after all, have an intellectual claim on a college whose axioms he openly derided? Did she, for that matter, or Alma have the right to put themselves forward as guardians of the college’s interest, when, strictly speaking, the college’s interest, as conceived by its President and trustees, was daily contravened by the whole group of them, who quite frankly preached to their classes the necessity of intellectual discipline, order, historical background, and who, in certain cases, had gone so far as to recommend to certain bright students that they transfer to a traditional college, where they stood some chance of getting a thoroughgoing formal education?


  Humanly speaking, of course, she and Alma had the same right as anybody else to interfere in what was none of their business, the duty, in fact, of the bystander to interfere between father and son, employer and employee, state and subject, to protect elementary human rights and secure fair treatment for the weaker. Yet today’s fashion was to disguise this moral feeling in an expedient garb, to show Maynard Hoar that it was to the interest of the college not to fire Mulcahy, that is, to attribute to oneself a wholly specious sentiment of concern for the college’s welfare, as certain labor leaders fondly presented themselves as capitalism’s best friend, in short, to “sell” a moral argument in terms of a higher utility.


  All this was quite repugnant to Domna, yet, having persuaded herself that it was necessary, on Henry’s behalf, to use every available means, play on every chord of sympathy, she felt Cathy’s contingent death hang over her, like a sword of judgment, if she permitted herself to reason in a matter that ought not to allow of reason but only of total adherence. And yet she no longer, she shamefacedly discovered, thought of Cathy as a person but as an opinion to be propitiated. It was only the spectacle of Furness, who stood before her, grinning, a horrid cautionary example of the consequences of cool logic and detachment, that encouraged her to push aside her doubts.


  “What I am trying to say,” she blurted out, “is that the case is complex. You can’t reduce it to a single question of merit, but merit enters into it. Can’t we agree, Howard, that Henry as a teacher has sufficient merit not to be let out when his wife may die of the shock of it?” Touching the simple verities of the case, she smiled at him, certain that he would at last give in. “Come on, Howard,” urged Van Tour, “you can’t quarrel with that. Let’s give him our vote of confidence and get it over with, for God’s sake.” He pulled on his big overshoes and stamped impatiently on the floor. “Do you want a formal vote?” asked Alma. They all looked to Furness, expectantly. He stood, tying his blue muffler, surveying them with a queer, sad, impudent expression, teetering slightly on the balls of his feet, as though to hold the group on tenterhooks. “How about it?” said Van Tour; for the first time, he divined that Furness might really vote against them. “Sorry, children,” said Furness, with a little tightening of the voice, as he adjusted the folds of the muffler, “I can’t do it. You’ll have to count me out.” The faces watching him slowly fell, in a graduated series; Domna’s was the last to give up. “Oh, Howard,” she softly remonstrated, looking him searchingly in the eyes. “Sorry to be an old fogey,” he apologized. “A matter of principle, I’m afraid.” He made a jerky half-bow.


  “Well, come on, what are we waiting for? We can outvote him,” proclaimed Van Tour, as everyone else hesitated. Aristide intervened. “I strongly advise, Alma,” he said, “that you observe the principle of unanimity, as we’ve done in all cases touching personnel. In our own department, we’ve found it a source of discord to carry any personnel decision over the dissent of an individual member. The effects on teamwork have been quite disquieting.” Alma nodded. “I move no vote,” she suggested. Van Tour bristled. “What has Aristide got to do with this?” he complained. “I thought he was here as an observer to carry the sense of the meeting back to his own branch of the division.” “I am not voting,” Aristide pointed out. “And Domna, strictly speaking, has only half a vote, since she teaches only the one course in your department.” Van Tour threw up his hands. “That cooks it,” he declared, despondently. “What’s the use of voting? Since Alma’s gone over to the enemy, that leaves one and a half to two. What about Ellison?” he recalled. “Where is he anyway?” “In bed,” replied Alma, shortly. “All in favor of no vote?” She and Furness promptly raised their hands. “Opposed?” Van Tour waved his hand vigorously and signaled to Domna, who, however, made no move and merely stared at her fingers enlaced tightly in her lap. She was too dispirited to vote and moreover agreed with Aristide that unanimity was desirable, but a new reluctance to offend Henry made her unwilling to put this on record. “Carried,” announced Alma.


  “Good-bye, Hen,” said Van Tour bitterly, jerking on an Eskimo jacket with a big fur-lined hood. He glared at Furness as though he wished to strike him. Alma lit a cheroot. “Domna,” she called. “Before you go, I have something to show you.” She hurried over to the desk and picked up a long white envelope. “My letter to Maynard,” she said proudly. “Penned this afternoon.” The men, on their way out, paused in uneasy curiosity. “What do you mean, this afternoon?” demanded Furness loudly, sensing some animadversion on himself. Domna had opened the unsealed envelope; her eyes ran over the typed lines and then rose to meet Alma’s, a look of admiration in them; Alma, whom she liked and somewhat feared, was always a jump beyond her. “You knew how it would come out?” she said, marveling. Alma nodded. “Of course.” She glanced at Furness. “What did you expect of him, forsooth?” “Henry predicted it,” Domna whispered. Van Tour was peering over Domna’s shoulder. “You want him to see it?” the girl asked. “Why not?” said Alma, carelessly. She folded her arms and watched them. Consy gave a cry of dismay. “Alma’s resigned,” he exclaimed in horror. Aristide blanched. Furness utterly lost his self-possession. “But you should have told me,” he repeated in a peculiar tone of injury mingled with placation, “you should have told me, Alma; you should have told me, darling.” He swayed as he stood before her, as though he meant to fall down at her feet. Alma surveyed him coldly and put an arm around Domna. “I had no wish to coerce your decision, Howard, or to bargain with you. You voted as you saw best. And my own decision is final; whatever Maynard chooses to do, I shall not stay here any longer.”


  CHAPTER VII


  Oh, What a Tangled Web We Weave


  


  “BUT IT’S not fair to me, Alma,” argued Mulcahy the follow ing morning. He had hurried over to her office as soon as he got the news. He was in a mood to be angry with Domna, who ought to have told him at once, he contended, even though they had agreed not to communicate by telephone for fear of Cathy and her questions—“What did Domna want, dear?” The girl ought to have had the sense to realize that this was urgent and not waited to let him find out, via the campus mail, that Alma had taken a decision that imperiled his whole cause. Merely another illustration, he exclaimed savagely, as he flew across the campus, overcoat flapping, of the folly of entrusting one’s destiny to the lax attentions of outsiders—what did it matter to Domna that a trump card had just been thrown away while she slept in her virgin bedstead the sleep of the just and the idiot? Alma’s letter of resignation was by this time—he glanced despairingly at the chapel clock—waiting on Maynard’s blotter for his eminence to read. Had he himself been informed on time, it might have been possible to go through the mail-sack and remove it. Even now, he calculated, as he endeavored to drill reason into Alma’s obstinate head, there was still a chance that Maynard might be late getting to his office or away on one of his eternal fund-raising tours or addressing a forum of educators on the Spirit of Free Inquiry, ha, ha. The prudence of an official, he thought limply, ought never to be underestimated; it would not be the first occasion on which this one had taken cover to let some tempest of criticism blow over, give tempers time to cool, the counsels of moderation to prevail, etc., etc. A great one was Mr. Hoar for “letting things shake down a bit till we can view them in their true perspective.”


  Even assuming that the damage was done, that this fool Draconic letter could not be retrieved, Alma herself, in all conscience, one would think, could do something to undo its effects. It was not unreasonable, certainly, to ask of her that she go to Maynard of her own accord and explain how things really stood: that she had written hastily, in the first shock of hearing of her friend’s dismissal, but that she would be pleased to withdraw her resignation just as soon as Maynard, on his side, withdrew his own ill-considered letter of yesterday. Yet Alma, perversely, refused to see that this “final” resignation of hers was intrinsically selfish and seemed determined to persist in resigning no matter what amends Maynard made, a thing which was as unfair to Maynard as it was to himself and to the students, who had been given every reason to think that the old girl was a fixture at Jocelyn.


  “Can’t you see, Alma,” he supplicated, “that such a stand is really un-Christian?” The necessity of taking this tone filled him with impatience; he had an innate distaste for flattery, yet there seemed no other way of making an unpleasant truth palatable to a woman accustomed to dictate in her own little circumscribed sphere of fawning pupils and colleagues who feared her sharp tongue, even, to tell the truth, as he himself did a little at this moment, so that he kept going all around Robin Hood’s barn, he thought wearily, instead of coming to the point and talking to her like a Dutch uncle, which, God knows, she deserved. “You’re bent,” he gently chided, “on punishing the whole college for one man’s mistake, and for all we know, Alma—let’s be charitable—it may have been simply a mistake, an error of judgment such as all of us are liable to. Even I,” he went on earnestly, “who’ve been singled out for Maynard’s persecution, even I think it wrong to condemn Maynard unheard. It’s very Old Testament of you, like those jealous, feminine wraths of Jehovah that wanted to wipe out a whole city in return for a sin. You put me in the absurd position of the interceding prophet, pleading for our latter-day Sodom against your terrible ire. Relent toward us, stay your hand!” But this mock-heroic approach was a mistake; she merely shook her black locks, smiling, as though he had paid her a compliment, her berry-black eyes coruscating in their eternal, indulgent twinkle. “I did what I had to do,” she affirmed with a sudden faraway look, as though fixing an appointment with her destiny.


  “But what about me?” exclaimed Henry, nettled at her opacity. She kept missing the point on purpose, he thought furiously—did she want him to spell it out for her in letters a foot high? Very well, he inwardly told her, setting his teeth. You force me to speak plainly; on your own head be it. “What you don’t seem to realize, Alma,” he expostulated, “is that this gesture of yours is a disservice to the very party you intend to benefit. Your resignation, offered provisionally, can be a deterrent to Maynard. His high opinion of you, the department’s dependence on you, can be just the lever we need to force him to do what we want. But if you resign out and out like this, you present him with one reason less for doing the right thing. He has no incentive to rehire me if you tell him in so many words that you won’t come back in any case. When you’ve got a pistol to a man’s head, you don’t pull the trigger until you get what you can out of him.” The strain of speaking patiently such elementary truths was tiring him; his vocal cords ached as after a long tutorial with one of those exasperating students who kept their own counsel and allowed you to explain and explain what they had already learned from the textbook. From Alma’s frowning brow, he could get no idea of whether he had already said enough or too much or too little to carry his message home. Her chin was sunk in her hand, and he had a suspicion that what he said depressed her in some way: did she think him venal, he wondered, for bringing the bald facts of barter to her attention? He suddenly felt the need of lifting the discussion to a higher plane. “I understand very well,” he continued, “your reaction of moral revulsion, but you’re behaving as though there were only yourself to consider. Once you go, Maynard’s conscience goes; you must face that, Alma. To have a firm character like yours is a responsibility, which you mustn’t and can’t run away from. So long as you can play the part of Maynard’s spiritual gadfly, you have the obligation to do so. I won’t speak of myself and Cathy—I know that you wouldn’t willingly harm us and have done what you did in our interest as it appeared to you—but beyond my own selfish concern, I can see something else: a weak man like Maynard in a position of power has the right to expect others stronger than himself to keep a watch on him and call him to task when he goes wrong. It’s a thankless job but you must keep it and not run away, like Jonah, into the belly of the whale.”


  He moistened his lips and sat back, confident that he had at last made an impression. Alma’s voice, when she spoke, was crestfallen; he supposed that the allusion to Cathy had cut her. “My strategy,” she said, “was different. I know Maynard Hoar very well, Hen, and my feminine instinct tells me that he responds only to the irrevocable, to a fait accompli. It’s a defect of imagination; you and I have too much; Maynard has too little. Tomorrow is never present to him until it becomes yesterday. My father was such a man. I left home for good when I was fifteen and went to work as a stack-girl in a library—my sisters reaped the benefits of his repentance. I’ve never seen him since.” The cords in her neck tightened with her emphasis; Henry regarded her thoughtfully; it was the first autobiographical word he had ever heard from her and her intensity carried a certain conviction.


  He remained, as yet, unpersuaded, but his mind had opened to new possibilities. Unconsciously, he took a new tone with her, as though he wished her to defeat him in argument. “Look, Alma,” he said, decisively. “You really have no right to do this. I can’t permit you to break your career on Cathy’s and my behalf. You think you’ll have no trouble getting another appointment, but let me tell you things aren’t what they were when you first came to Jocelyn. You’ll find conformity entrenched in every office, studying your dossier, asking questions, wondering ‘what was the background of your decision to leave Jocelyn.’ ” His voice suddenly tautened as he cited the well-remembered formula. “Guilt by association. The amalgam. The smear. I know it too well, Alma. You’ll be tarred by the same brush, I can promise you!” Tears sprang to his eyes as he relived his own experience, forgetting blindly, for the nonce, the purpose of what he was saying. “Naturally,” he concluded, dully, “I’m grateful to you for your warmheartedness, but there are things one cannot accept.”


  Despite himself, while he was speaking, a growing reverence for this woman began to mingle with his reprehension. Thought of detachedly, as a story, a tale to be told in the common rooms, her sacrifice had magnitude; it stirred him, like a legend heard in the distant future, on his own tongue. As he half-listened to her answer once again with the arguments she had just invoked, one part of his mind commenced to wonder how he could accept this sacrifice, having repudiated it so firmly, while another part still faintly protested at being sidetracked from its original object—how was it possible for her to have read Maynard and human nature better, as she kept averring, than he? “I learned long ago,” she stoutly reiterated, “that one can’t bargain in these affairs. If one wants to be effective, one hands in one’s resignation and clears out. There’s no other way for a man or an institution to learn that one is serious than to learn it too late.”


  His pale eyes watched her curiously: she had been laying out her class notes, solitaire-wise, in a series of stacks, and now, with an abrupt gesture, she scooped them all up together, like a deck of cards when the hand is finished. The neatness of the desk, the small, tense, wiry hands, the old-fashioned pen-holder and pen-wiper, the silver paper-cutter (a legacy, surely, of Mr. Fortune, who was said to have left her well fixed), the worn briefcase stood in the corner all suddenly struck him as manifestations of a disciplined life-force; he became aware of reserves of certainty in her before which his own convictions prepared to abdicate. Not since graduate school, he dreamily realized, had he experienced this uncanny sensation, like an animal’s, of the otherness of a separate being, with its own mysterious sources of propulsion; and that this epiphany should have been accorded him at this crisis in his affairs seemed to him instantly a Sign, which he obeyed with a sort of joy and altar-boy’s punctilio.


  “Very well,” he acceded, with a sigh.


  “In this instance,” his Diotima continued, “we must let Maynard know that he is living in the real world, that if he takes certain actions certain consequences will irreparably follow. If I make my resignation contingent on concessions from him, he will never be sure that I would have gone through with it, that he couldn’t have won me back in June or during the summer term. In fact, the whole tendency, Hen, of a conditional resignation would be to encourage Maynard to procrastinate, stave off any decision in the hope that I might exercise the proverbial woman’s privilege and change my mind. And, oh my dear, who knows? Perhaps I would,” she exclaimed on a more sprightly note. “We’re weak vessels, all of us, we thinking reeds. I hold it safer to burn my bridges.”


  She snapped a rubber band around her notes and stood up, with a shake of her skirt. “I have a class,” she apologized and rapped him with her knuckles sympathetically on the arm. “Don’t worry. One resignation will be enough to give Maynard an idea of how the wind blows. He’ll be taking in sail soon. Wait and see if he doesn’t. You have other friends, you know. Even poor Howie is having some second thoughts. He’s afraid that Domna will be next, and you know his little penchant there.”


  Henry made a sour face. “Domna will never resign,” he asserted, not knowing why he said this. Now that Alma was leaving him, he felt all at once abandoned, cheated, misused; he picked on Domna, partly to vent his mistrustfulness on a convenient target, and partly to detain Alma; yet the instant he had spoken he had a vicious certainty that he was right. “Domna is very young,” pensively observed Alma. “Moreover, she has a moral problem. We talked it over together last night.” Henry’s suspicions returned; he disliked the suggestion of “sharing” or “quiet time” that had come into Alma’s voice and felt like a carcass greedily picked between the two of them—what were their relations anyway? No wonder Domna had been too busy to telephone him with the news. “She isn’t altogether sure in her own mind,” said Alma thoughtfully, “whether she wants to stay at Jocelyn. If she’s going to resign in any case, she feels that it might be dishonest for her to let Maynard think, by resigning now, that she was doing it on your account. Or, conversely, if she resigns now, she feels that she might be under an obligation to stay if Maynard renews your contract.” Henry made a movement of impatience. “What infernal jesuitry!” he exclaimed. Alma shook her head at him, reproachfully. “No, my dear. You are quite wrong. Domna must know what she wants herself before she can rush into an action. There’s a side of her—she confessed it—that merely wants to emulate me. And another side, related to it, that would like to take credit for a principled action while suiting its own convenience. It was I, if you must know, Hen, who warned her against this possibility.”


  “I see,” said Henry, slowly, with a polite show of being convinced; in one part of his intelligence, he was, if not convinced, then impressed by this exercise of feminine scruples; he stored the lesson away in his memory against the future. “But Alma,” he interposed, as she made again to leave, “I don’t precisely follow how this argument can apply to Domna and not to you. If Domna must withdraw her resignation when Maynard renews my contract, why not you? It would seem to me that the same principle holds.” Alma’s eyes crinkled with laughter. “That’s a man for you,” she cried. “It’s not the same at all. Domna, you see, would sacrifice herself by staying. My sacrifice is to go. It’s very important,” she continued, soberly, tapping him with a forefinger, “to play for real stakes in these cases. You are worth something to us, my dear friend, and we must show that we mean it. No flimflam or mere attitudinizing. Until Domna decides in her own mind whether she would stay on at Jocelyn if this unfortunate thing hadn’t happened, she has no way of knowing whether it would cost her anything to resign. And she must not resign until she knows.” In the peremptory underscorings of that voice he heard the echo of many a formidable tutorial; Alma had what he had characterized as a sentimental severity that scared the girls stiff and left the boys stolid: many a soft lower lip had been sharply caught back and bitten, as Mrs. Fortune, leaning forward across her desk, eyes glistening and chin propped on her knuckles, lovingly impaled a moral weakness and squeezed it, like a pimple. “I see,” he repeated.


  And as he hurried off to telephone Cathy, he did indeed see, he believed, something which had not come under Alma’s notice: the older woman, surely, was devoured by pride and watchful envy of the younger and wanted to have all the honors of a disinterested action to herself. She it was of course—how crudely she had given herself away!—who had talked the stupid Domna carefully out of the limelight. The girl had been all set to resign yesterday afternoon—she had told him so herself—and had simply let herself be bamboozled out of double billing. Yet it was clever of Alma, he had to admit, to have fixed on the typically Russian preoccupation with motive to divert the girl from her own rightful claims on celebrity; nothing would have served so well. The conceit of the “noble” action, he said to himself, chuckling, l’acte gratuit, the selfless, improvident, senseless, luxurious, spendthrift action, this had touched the soft spot of the little iron maiden, so resolved to distinguish herself from the others, the mere canaille of the faculty whose ancestors had had to work for a living, by the implacable purity of her motives. He was in no mood now to carp at this jousting of the two ladies for favor, which had a certain charm as well as a higher utility; all honors to Alma for carrying off the first round of the tourney. Yet even as he fancied them caparisoned for battle, another idea genially obtruded itself, like the gloss of a Marxist critic; he smiled sardonically as he walked.


  In Domna, he was ready to wager, there was a fond of shrewdness, a sharp mother-wit, as there had been in old Tolstoy, that knew which side its bread was buttered on. The silken shirt under the peasant blouse—he had heard Domna hotly deny this story related of the old sinner, and then, characteristically, defend it by paradox. After all, the Marxians were not so wrong to look for the economic base—with Alma out, Domna would be the reigning précieuse of the department, with a step up in rank, very likely, and a nice little salary hike. He would not be surprised, for that matter, if Alma herself did not have another appointment tucked up her sleeve. More power to her, he thought succinctly; so long as she kept it dark. And yet, along with his relief, if this should be so, he admitted to a certain wry disappointment which made him dismiss the suspicion as if it had come from someone else.


  Having been persuaded, faute de mieux, to accept Alma’s resignation in its present and no doubt irrevocable form, he was free at last to take a satisfaction in it that had been coursing through him all along, like a subterranean rivulet which he had tried dutifully to hold within bounds but which now bubbled up in a freshet of joy and, yes, brotherhood. He longed to share with the incredulous, infidel world the glad news of what Alma had done for him, the splendid finality of the thing, a bursting of the bonds of materialism and selfishness that turned the wintry morning, as he sped along, chin burrowed in his coat-collar, into an Eastertide. And as he walked, he argued sotto voce with an imaginary opponent, a devil’s advocate who tried, of course, to strip the act of its significance, reduce it to the level of things seen every day. How many others, answered Henry, would have been equal to it; how many cases could you name in recent academic history where such solidarity has been manifested, straight off, the first crack out of the box, without anybody’s asking for it? He nodded to passing students, promising himself that in time these too would hear what Cathy’s condition unfortunately now interdicted, and yet at the same time he wondered whether everybody’s well-meant efforts at secrecy could keep the story, once it broke, from spreading like wildfire on the campus. Howard Furness would soon be talking and Miss Crewes, of course, Maynard’s secretary—how could you hope at Jocelyn to keep such a scandal under wraps?


  “I told her,” he said breathlessly to John Bentkoop, whom he ran up against in the main building, in the milling, mid-morning crowd by the mail-safes, “I told her that there were things one couldn’t accept, that I was grateful to her for her warmheartedness, but that I couldn’t willingly see her expose herself to the proscriptions of our present era, which hasn’t been surpassed, I assure you, since the times of Sulla or Diocletian. After what I’ve been through myself, I couldn’t permit another human being. . . .” He broke off as a few curious students began to collect at his elbow. Young John withdrew a long hand from his mail-safe, glanced through his mail leisuredly, and gripped Henry’s shoulder. “Easy,” he advised in his cavernous and yet fraternal American voice. “That’s Alma’s affair, Hen; you must let her take care of it.” Under his gaze, which warningly identified them, the students moved off. He was a follower of Niebuhr and Barth, a farm-boy of the region who had gone to Jocelyn on a scholarship, lost his faith and regained it through the medium of anthropology. Every word he uttered had a weight of great consideration, and his deep young voice creaked, like a pair of high shoes ascending a dark stairway with precaution. He had large, grave brown eyes, with a strange blackish glitter in their depths, a long face, lantern-jawed, but rather winsome, and a crew haircut. “The time may have come in Alma’s life,” he pontificated, “when a change may have great value. We don’t make such decisions until we’re inwardly prepared for them. You may have been merely the necessary stimulant for a fruition long overdue.” A dim smile, touching his cheekbones, like a ray of light falling from a clerestory, indicated that this remark was illuminated by the comic spirit.


  Mulcahy recognized, with discomfort, that he had begun on a false note. Nevertheless, he persisted. “No, John,” he said apologetically, “you’re all wrong. There’s no need to pretend that everything is for the best in the best of all Leibnitzian worlds. This is going to be an awful wrench for Alma. Her whole life and her memories are here. She’s made an extraordinary sacrifice. She doesn’t pretend otherwise, and I’m grateful to her for not pretending. She said in so many words that she wished me to know what I was worth to her, what my continuance here was worth to her and to all my friends.” Bentkoop’s jaws flexed, but he said nothing. Mulcahy saw in a disillusioning flash that none of these “friends” cared to hear of Alma’s sacrifice, lest it be construed as a demand on themselves, like those oral pledges made at charitable meetings. “Naturally,” he went on, with a short laugh, “I don’t expect everybody to commit suttee for me. Though just between ourselves, I have a suspicion that Domna and Alma are vying for the honors of the widow’s pyre. I really shouldn’t say that,” he added, seeing a shade of interest cross the young man’s face. “It’s all Alma’s show and more credit to her. Amazing woman, don’t you think?” In his refusal to be dislodged from his topic, he found himself beginning to babble. “But I must tell you, she had a wonderful formulation, quite in character for her, straight out of the feminist movement, with the sound of the doors slamming in the Doll’s House. She said ‘there’s no other way for a man or an institution to learn that one is serious than to learn it too late.’ ” He looked at Bentkoop expectantly; Bentkoop gravely nodded. “I have a tutee coming; how about you, Hen?” he interposed, with just a hint of admonishment. Mulcahy had the unpleasant feeling that all through this conversation there had been pity for himself in the atmosphere. He had already missed an appointment this morning and wondered if Bentkoop knew it. Bentkoop had the office just across the hall and often left his door open, as though to spy on his comings and goings. “Very likely,” he said shortly. “They keep changing their hours. I can’t keep track of them. Half the time I wait there and they don’t show up. Then they have the hypocrisy to go and complain to the registrar.”


  “Come on, boy,” said Bentkoop equably, with again that nuance of understanding in his manner, as though, thought Mulcahy spitefully, he were guiding a drunkard past a beckoning saloon door. They walked back across the campus together.


  “I imagine Maynard is on the hot seat this morning,” confidently remarked Mulcahy, as they came abreast the Administration Building; he could not resist a final allusion to Alma’s coup de foudre. “Poor fellow,” observed John, unexpectedly. Mulcahy’s eyes dilated. “What do you mean, poor fellow?” he scornfully cried. “I should think I was more to be pitied. Or Alma.” Bentkoop gripped his arm again; he wore a long dark back-belted coat of a cheap shaggy material much affected by priests and young existentialists. “Don’t harrow yourself so, Hen,” he murmured, with a moved note in his deep voice that touched and surprised Mulcahy. “Don’t deliberately try to think we’re all against you. I’m on your side, boy. Surely Domna told you. What I meant was simply that I shouldn’t like to be in Maynard’s shoes. A man who does a foolish thing is more to be pitied than his victim, provided the victim has recourses. How would you like to be opening Alma’s letter, receiving petitions, listening to deputations . . . ?” Henry’s heart gave a surge of happiness. “Deputations?” he ventured.


  John kicked away a clinker on the walk. “So I understand,” he said. “But who?” marveled Henry. “When?” “Domna and myself, I believe,” answered John casually. “It’s not been decided for certain yet. There’s to be another meeting, I’m told, at lunch-time. You know, Hen, if I were you, I’d try to stay out of this thing as much as is humanly possible. Everything’s being done that can be done, as they tell the patient’s relatives. This is an operation; anesthetize yourself till it’s over any way you know how. You’ll only alienate sympathy if you don’t keep your hand out of it. You have more at stake than we have, which makes you more eager, more fearful that we’re not doing the right thing by you. You can’t help it, but the public doesn’t like it. That’s the terrible thing about victims,” he added thoughtfully. “In fact, you could define a victim as one who must be more concerned about himself than anybody else is for him. Even Christ on the cross had such a moment: ‘My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’ ”


  “You’re right,” exclaimed Henry. “You’re right.” For the second time that morning his heart was swollen with gratitude; tears came to his eyes at being understood, finally, after years of what he now understood to have been a mere fancied neglect. The idea that he had been at fault toward his colleagues entered his mind and was welcomed. “You don’t know what it means to me to be set right when I need it. People seldom speak plainly to me; it must be my own fault. I repel it with my arrogance, I suppose. I’ll try to do what you say, John; keep out of it till it’s over. No more back-seat driving. And yet, truthfully, my nerves are so bad that I hardly know whether I’m up to it. What do you think I should do, John, go home and stay there for a day or so and let Domna run the show?” “How much can you keep from Cathy?” replied John, glancing at him sidelong, with a certain curiosity. “Very little, in the past,” admitted Henry. “It’s not as though I’d had side affairs and were a practiced deceiver. Sometimes I feel sure she’ll smell it on me, like liquor or another woman.” “Better not try to stay home then,” advised Bentkoop, with what sounded like a slight loss of interest. “Stick it out here as well as you can. Work, you know. The great anodyne.” He paused as they climbed the broad stone stairs and purposefully lowered his voice. “By the way, Hen, there’s some sort of rumor around that this thing has gotten to the students. They even say that there’s a petition circulating. Do you know anything about it?”


  Henry held himself taut. Experience had taught him that surprise of all reactions was the most difficult to imitate, for one was always an instant too late. He therefore remained immobile, as though frozen to stone by what he had heard, while considering what to say. “I don’t believe it,” he finally said, in measured tones, biting off the words, one by one. John scratched his ear, which had a rather pendulous lobe from being pulled, thoughtfully, in many a long discussion. “So they say,” he repeated. The moment prolonged itself, awkwardly. “I heard it,” he added, as though apologizing, “from Bill Fraenkel, who had it from a student. There’s a girl, Lilia Something, a freshman, who’s supposed to be passing a petition.” Mulcahy laughed. “Why, I don’t even know her,” he cried with exuberance; for a reckless moment, he had been on the verge of an admission, which the slightest real encouragement from Bentkoop might have succeeded in wringing out of him. “It just goes to show how the smallest thing gets distorted and magnified. I never heard of the girl. Probably some student grievance petition that has nothing to do with me, and Bill Fraenkel gets wind of it and tries to make me responsible.” He stopped and gnawed his lip. “As a matter of fact, John,” he suggested, “Fraenkel was in the store yesterday when I was talking to Domna—” Bentkoop put an end to this speculation. “Let’s hope you’re right,” he cut in, on a note of weariness. “I’d hate to see the students get their teeth in this one. Bad business, Hen. Bodes no good for anybody, including you, you know. I’d like to see this thing settled quietly. Maynard’s amenable to reason if you don’t force him out on a limb. If you do, there’ll be a fight, I’m afraid, and somebody’s likely to get hurt.” He scratched his ear again. “Technically, I assume you know, Hen, Maynard’s well within his rights. Since you don’t have tenure, he’s not obliged to show cause.” He broke off and held open the storm door for Mulcahy, who preceded him into the vestibule. Despite this deference, natural and proper from a younger man to an older, Mulcahy felt suddenly uneasy, as though binoculars were trained on his back.


  This religious young man, he suspected, had been giving him a series of tips, like one of God’s strong men or gangsters; there was an aura of pleasant-spoken omniscience about him that reeked of spiritual blackmail. Could he be seeking to convert him to Protestantism by establishing a ghostly commerce with his conscience? Bentkoop held open the inner door, and again Mulcahy passed through ahead of him but pulled up and waited while Bentkoop stamped nonexistent snow from his overshoes. How he dallied, observed Mulcahy; as though expecting a keyword to be passed, like a priest who sits secure in the confessional, confident from long experience of the sins that will come tumbling out! Nothing further, however, was said, beyond a short good-bye, as they discerned their tutees waiting outside their separate doors. The interview, thought Mulcahy, as he unlocked his office, had a curiously raw, unfinished, and provocative quality, as if, to state it flatly, Bentkoop knew something. He felt a sudden interest in discovering Bentkoop’s real motive for supporting him, for Domna’s explanation—that Bentkoop wished to see at least one theist in the Literature department—seemed to Mulcahy all at once terribly thin and unconvincing: if this was one’s motive, one would certainly not avow it at Jocelyn. Impatiently, he wrote off the human element: Bentkoop was too intelligent to be taken in as the others were. There was something else, he was certain, some inscrutable purpose, of which he himself was either the tool or the beneficiary.


  Ushering the student in, he took stock of the boy, wondering whether this weedy sophomore could be trusted to carry a message to Sheila McKay without letting the whole campus in on it, yet scrupling as to whether to call off the petition—if indeed there was one in existence—merely on Bentkoop’s say-so. There were certain interests, he abruptly perceived, notably Mr. Maynard Hoar’s, that might be very well served by having a student movement nipped in the bud; and what could be cleverer than to persuade him, through the mediation of Mr. Bentkoop, their agent, to do the job himself. It went without saying that the Administration cabal would have a spy planted, yet who would have thought they could have acted so promptly and with such amazing foresight? And what a masterstroke, he breathed, to have their spy actually appointed to serve on the proposed deputation, with only Domna to ride herd on him, a shy, high-minded girl with no experience of academic politics. Yet still, in the back of his mind, Mulcahy seesawed, accepting a paper from the student and running his eyes absently over it, while his pencil jotted corrections of spelling and punctuation: was he not being too astute, he rebuked himself, and ascribing to them a cleverness which was an attribute of his own intelligence and quite out of keeping with their own clumsy maneuvers?


  It was always possible that Bentkoop had spoken to him in all good faith and sincerity, to warn him of what might be a costly mistake in timing, in which case he would do well to heed the admonition and curb his impatient disciples before they could do him harm. And yet how had Bentkoop known to come directly to him? There were a thousand ways, he assured himself, in which the students could have got hold of the story without his intervention. Why behave as if he had set the damned petition afoot? A spasm of irritation shook him. He could not determine where their machinations ended and his own, over-active intelligence began the work of conjecture—it was the old philosophical stickler: how to distinguish the mind’s knowledge of its objects from its experience of its own processes? In short, can we know anything, he muttered under his breath and raised his eyes from the paper. “Before we get on to this, Jerry,” he commenced, “could you take a message for me to one of your fellow-tutees? Don’t give it to just anybody in the dormitory. See that you tell her personally. Sheila McKay. Tell her to come to see me directly after lunch; she forgot to take her assignment and I want to explain it to her.” The boy nodded. “Glad to, Dr. Mulcahy. Do you want me to go now?” The teacher smiled at this alacrity. “No,” he said, lightly, seeing with relief and a certain pale regret that the name, Sheila McKay, had no special meaning for Jerry, and that the petition, therefore, could not be making great headway, “afterwards will do very nicely.”


  CHAPTER VIII


  The Deputation


  


  DOMNA AND JOHN BENTKOOP sat side by side on a small horsehair-covered sofa in the anteroom of Maynard Hoar’s office. They both looked extremely nervous, like a young couple being detained in the waiting-room of a doctor’s suite or an employment or adoption agency. The role they were about to play in the history of academic causes was in the foreground of their thoughts, so that they glimpsed themselves from the outside and strove for a correct demeanor that would combine assurance with naturalness. But merely by keeping them waiting, Maynard Hoar had turned the tables on them, so that they came, they began to fear, not as advisers, amici curiae, but as petitioners, facing an interrogation. Conscious of Miss Crewes, the secretary, typing in the next room, they spoke in slightly raised voices of indifferent matters, meanwhile exchanging certain eye-signals commenting on the furniture, which reflected a recent visit to Wanamaker’s on the part of Mrs. Hoar. The room had been redone, to cite the Alumni Bulletin, “in the spirit of the old College,” with white walls, white straight linen curtains, and black Shaker reproduction chairs. On the walls were dark paintings of the first presidents, clergymen and theologians, a primitive engraving showing William Penn and the Indians, and a pastel portrait of the Founder done by a woman friend. On a table, beside the catalogue and a brown glass ash-tray, was a framed snapshot of Maynard, fishing in a local stream. Domna indicated this, and John gave a short laugh, which came out over-loud, like a bray. To cover himself, he got up and pretended to examine the picture. Domna became immersed in the catalogue.


  Each in his own mind was sorting out the arguments at his disposal and setting them aside, provisionally, in hopes that the other would take the initiative. They did not know each other well, but the constraint of their detention was beginning to draw them together, like pupils called before the Principal, and to invoke in each a silent trust that the other was the bolder and stronger of the two. John’s wife had just had a baby, so that he did not go out much, and he met Domna now, as if for the first time, in the intricacies of the Mulcahy case, like a man meeting a girl in a grand right and left and finding that their steps agreed. Though an ocean and a gulf of class had separated their childhoods, their upbringing had much in common in strictness and isolation; both held the advanced ideas that had been current in the eighteen-sixties and that remained advanced in the present era, though with a certain pathos, like an old hat that has never been worn.


  Ten days had passed since they had written to Maynard, asking for a date for an interview; he had answered, begging them to postpone it until the beginning of the field-period, when all concerned would be freer. This morning the college was deserted, save for the Administration Building, the Library, and one wing of a dormitory kept open for the five or six students who remained. Thanks to this postponement, Mulcahy’s supporters were already scattered: Ivy Legendre had taken a train to Florida; Aristide, with a group of French majors, was en route to Quebec with his ice-skates; Alma had gone to New York. This left no one for the deputation to report to but Van Tour and Kantorowitz and, of course, Mulcahy himself, who justifiably felt that he had been let down, despite the fact that before leaving, Ivy and Aristide had penned hasty notes to the President, questioning the termination of the appointment. Mulcahy prophesied to Domna, whom he came to see every night, that the whole movement would evaporate during the four weeks’ hiatus; he was in a baleful mood, privately ruing the day when he had let himself be tricked into squelching the student petition, and vowing vengeance on Bentkoop, whom he only spared temporarily, till the conclusion of this morning’s interview. Domna, though she did not say so, feared that he might be right, in the main—she was ignorant of his sentiments toward Bentkoop and did not know how to interpret certain darkenings of the visage when the young man’s name was spoken. She too felt that those others, if they were serious, might have sacrificed a day or two of pleasure to stand by in the crisis. Even the writing of those notes, as she murmured to Bentkoop, had become suddenly a concession bestowed on her like a papal indulgence. Like most people intent on selfish ends—she swiftly continued, looking sidewise at him, through lowered eyelashes—they had an air of strained concentration, as though on a higher duty, as though the obligation to catch a train were a species of martyrdom, exacted from them by the schedule, by nameless people who were waiting for them, i.e., hotel-keepers and the like. John nodded.


  “ ‘You and John will handle it; everything will be all right; don’t worry,’ ” she quoted the guilty ones, broodily. “And such an outing suit, I assure you! Such veils and toques!” John’s noiseless laugh was tolerant; he perceived that she needed to work herself up by gloomy prognostication, and this inspired in him a protective feeling both toward her and the others. “It’s not going to be so easy!” she threw out with a foreboding look at the closed oak door into Maynard’s sanctum. The truth was, she felt abandoned by her colleagues and had begun to have doubts, not only of the outcome but of the justice of the cause, which she turned into blame of the deserters. What she longed to confide in John and dared not was that Mulcahy had been acting most strangely, coming to her house late at night, letting his satirical laugh ring out over the snowy fields till the neighbors wondered, talking excitedly over the phone in a crazy code-language, which must surely be audible to Cathy, making friends with Mr. Mahmoud Ali Jones and demanding that he be added to the deputation, confabbing with Herbert Ellison, whom he named his “new disciple.” Like most Russian women of her class, she had a horror of the bizarre that could only be tamed by mirth and she feared to laugh at Henry. She had the feeling that he was slipping away from under her influence and wondered even whether she really knew him as well as she asserted to herself. The idea that she was in too deep to get out was becoming her sole reassurance, embodying all her fatalism. At the same time, of course, she reproached herself for disloyalty: these doubts, she crisply declared, were marshaled in her by selfishness and a social dread of identification with another person’s conduct.


  As she sat there, on the sofa, brushing her hair back, smoothing her skirt, she kept trying to restore the image of Henry, as he had seemed to her before he became, so to speak, her dependent, but only an image of a rather colorless man whom she had first seen at a department meeting came at her behest. When she first met Henry, she desperately admitted, she had not liked him at all. “Now it is too late,” she said to herself, relievedly, as the oak door began slowly to open, and John, gripping her arm, whispered, “Now,” and pushed her gently ahead of him. As she rose, she observed for the first time that he was wearing what must be his best suit, also a white shirt and staunch, dark, conservative tie.


  “Now,” said Maynard, seating them in two chairs on either side of his desk, “I infer that you two children have come to give me a scolding.” John stole a glance at Domna, who looked woefully pale and tense. “Right,” he said coolly, folding his arms and settling himself into a more comfortable position, as though he did not intend to be budged. As a Jocelyn alumnus, he had memories of this room, with its high dark oak wainscoting, white plastered walls, and heavy oak window embrasures, that well anteceded the President’s. This was the only Victorian building on the campus, and the room remained what it had always been, a Protestant minister’s study, with brown leather-covered chairs, a bay window looking out over the main drive, glassed-in bookcases of golden oak. It was an atmosphere into which John fitted rather more easily than Maynard, who this morning was wearing a tan jersey with a little collar, open at the throat, and a pair of khaki trousers. He was one of those rugged men who looked exactly like their photographs—dark, resilient, keen-eyed, buoyant, yet thoughtful. Like all such official types, he specialized in being his own antithesis: strong but understanding, boisterous but grave, pragmatic but speculative when need be. The necessity of encompassing such opposites had left him with a little wobble of uncertainty in the center of his personality, which made other people, including his present auditors, feel embarrassed by him. He was much preoccupied with youth, with America as a young country; he tried to have up-to-date opinions which were as sound as grandpa’s digestion. He had a strong true voice and liked to sing folk songs, especially work songs and prison chants.


  At Jocelyn, he was somewhat of an anomaly and half knew it, being the first of Jocelyn’s presidents who was a political progressive and neither an intellectual, strictly speaking, nor an esthete. This made him placatory to his faculty and dependent on them to “sell” him to the student-body, whose subversive streak he did not at all understand and who, in turn, regarded him rather warily, like a group of native coolies confronted with the new type of promotion-conscious colonial administrator. John Bentkoop more than once had counseled him through an incipient student rebellion.


  “I’m not going to be stuffy,” he announced, having taken out a folder, put on his glasses, and glanced through it. He looked up at them over his glasses and pushed it aside. “I recognize the right of this faculty to oppose what I do and if they can to amend it.” The echo of the Declaration brought a faint, curving smile to Domna’s lips; she breathed easier. “I want you and Domna to know, John, that I’m grateful to you for coming to me man to man about this. What Alma has done”—he tapped the folder—“seems to me unforgivable.” His handsome face slightly reddened and his voice rose. “It speaks to me of a basic disloyalty to the college and the ideas of free exchange it stands for.” Domna opened her mouth to put in a word of objection but closed it as the President flashed his dark eyes on her in a histrionic blaze. One does not argue with theatricals, she told herself; one submits and deafens one’s ears. He knocked out his pipe and slowly filled it. “Now in the case of Henry Mulcahy, which I presume you’re here to plead”—he lit the pipe, as they eagerly nodded, and puffed a few puffs—“I don’t want to be hasty. I want to hear everything you have to tell me about him. From where I sit”—he gazed ruefully out down the drive—“one is apt to get a narrow view. I was surprised, to tell you the truth, when these letters came to me. And now you two, whom I respect and admire. I had supposed that everyone would agree that poor Hen, whatever his merits, had neither the desire nor the aptitude to fit in here at Jocelyn.”


  John interrupted. “For your information, Maynard,” he declared in his deep cool voice, “Domna and myself are here officially as delegates. We’ve been empowered to speak for Ivy, Kantorowitz, Van Tour, Aristide, and now, I hear, Mr. Ali Jones.” The President smiled. “Ah,” he said, good-humored, “the humanist faction. I ought to have known there was ideology behind this. That’s the nigger in the woodpile.” “The Negro in the woodpile,” murmured Domna and was instantly ashamed of the joke. The President threw back his head and roared. “Touché!” he cried and grew thoughtful. “It’s an ugly thing how our language is defaced with expressions of prejudice. ‘Catch a nigger by the toe’—did you use to chant that as a boy, John? Sometimes I think we ought to make a clean sweep and invent a new world-language. I guess our friend Hen would have something to contribute there.” This “courtesy” reference to the Book was not understood by Bentkoop. “Joyce,” telegraphed Domna, across the desk, silently moving her lips. She was not able to make out what this after-dinner tone of the President’s portended; nevertheless, she felt encouraged. “So,” inquired Maynard, “the wicked scientists, headed by myself, a renegade philosopher, have set out to ‘get’ one of your persuasion?” John nodded, imperturbable; this was precisely what he felt.


  But Domna grew hot. “No,” she said, “Dr. Hoar, that is not our contention at all. I do not defend Henry as a humanist but as a human being.” Bentkoop tried to deter her with a slight shake of his head. “And a distinguished mind,” she threw in. “The outstanding homme de lettres on your faculty.” Maynard puffed on his pipe. “ ‘A human being?’ ” he mused. “What do you mean, Domna? We’re all human beings, I think; at least until proved otherwise.” He sighed, and Domna was startled by the heavy fatigue in his voice; this interview, she suddenly suspected, was an ordeal for him, which he had apparently undertaken on principle. “I mean Cathy’s situation,” she murmured, lowering her eyes. “Dr. Hoar, how can you defend what you are doing?” He stared at her, rather warily. “What do you refer to, my dear girl?” John cleared his throat. “Cathy is in bad shape,” he declared, on a grave note of admonishment. “The doctor has told Hen that any shock may kill her.”


  Maynard clasped his chair-arms and sat dynamically forward, his dark eyes turning from one set, shut face to the other. “So,” he said, in a flattened tone, having probed them. “There was naturally bound to be something like that. What is it, do you know?” John repeated what he had been told. “And a secondary anemia,” capped Domna. The idea that the President was acting seemed scarcely tenable to her, and yet, as she knew, Henry had told Esther Hoar all this himself. “We have been assured that you knew this,” she prompted. Maynard shook his head with decision. “I? Not a word,” he affirmed. “Henry told your wife some time ago?” “No,” he repeated. “At the time, surely you remember,” she insisted, “when he was asked to bring her on here from Louisville?” Maynard slowly knocked out his pipe. “I remember the occasion very clearly, Domna,” he assured her. “There had been, so we were told, some little trouble of the kind you mention, after the birth of the baby. Esther urged Hen not to try to bring Cathy here till she was perfectly well. Hen promised us that she was.”


  Domna had turned very pale. “But it was my understanding,” she cried, “that you insisted on his bringing her. No?” Maynard laughed richly and easily at her alarmed, disoriented expression; he had regained his control of the talk. “Far from it,” he proclaimed. “Esther and I both begged him not to bring her unless and until I could promise him something permanent in the way of an appointment.” He edged himself forward in his chair and raised a forefinger. “Let’s get this straight between the three of us. There was nothing permanent for Hen, then or now. I offered him the job as a stop-gap, at the instance of certain friends of his who happen to be friends of mine. Hen knows that perfectly well, knew it all along; I took care to see that he should. I believe I can even show you letters, explaining our position. Our budget for Literature-Languages doesn’t allow for another salary at the professorial level, which is what Hen needs at his time of life, with his family to consider. I could carry him as an instructor, pro tem, but I couldn’t promise him promotion and tenure; there were no vacancies higher up. I had my three full salaries: Aristide, Alma, Furness. Hen, for all his reading knowledge, isn’t equipped to teach languages as you are, Domna, for instance, and Alma was, when she used to give Goethe in German. Even at the instructorial level, Hen has been nothing but a luxury for us. He gives a course that Howard Furness can give, and always has given, in Proust-Joyce-Mann, and Furness, to oblige him, teaches the freshman Introduction, which Hen ought to be giving and hasn’t the patience for. He gives another course in Critical Theory, for which at present two students are registered, one having dropped out at midterm. And of course, he has the usual tutees. For one term last year he gave a course in Contemporary Literature, which turned out to be a replica of Proust-Joyce-Mann and brought us a lot of complaints: the kids say Hen wouldn’t teach the authors they were interested in, Hemingway, Farrell, Steinbeck, Mailer, you know what I mean, the red-blooded American authors, no offense, Domna, that kids today want to hear about. Right now—I could show you the books—Hen isn’t being paid out of department funds; he’s on a special stipend, borrowed from the emergency reserve. That sort of thing can’t go on; I’ve warned him of it from the beginning, and he’s pretended to be perfectly reconciled to a short-term appointment, to get him on his feet again. Naturally, I resisted the notion of his bringing Cathy here; I did everything short of forbidding it. I foresaw, as it turns out, exactly what would happen. With the wife and kids installed here, he’d fight like an old-time squatter,” he concluded, smiling, “for his title in the job.”


  “Then how,” said Domna, breathing quickly, “did you come to dismiss him now, so suddenly, without consulting the department?” She stared meaningfully at John and waited.


  Maynard took off his glasses and rubbed the indentation left by them carefully between thumb and forefinger. To her surprise, he did not appear to take offense at the pointedness of her query. “Why, Domna,” he mildly countered, “how would you have managed it in my place? Hen was slated to go; the bursar and I talked it over some time ago; the enrollment has been dropping—I’ve been told to cut down to the bone. The normal procedure would have been to let him out in May or June, when the new contracts were made up. Instead, I tried to make it easier on him by giving him a little notice. It seemed to me that during our field-period he would have time to look around, in New York and elsewhere, get a head-start on his competitors. I assumed that he would prefer to keep the department out of it. No point in broadcasting that a teacher is being let out; he stands a better chance if he tells potential employers that he is thinking of making a change. You know the formula, and Hen’s whole career here would support it. God knows,” he laughed, “he’s made no secret of his disapproval of us and our teaching methods.”


  He sat back with an air of having said the conclusive word. The two young teachers stared at each other; John’s Adam’s apple moved under his collar, and he shifted his long jaw. “I believe you,” he said, earnestly. “How about you, Domna?” Domna nodded, with a stricken face. “I should like, please, to see the letters, though,” she ventured. Maynard picked up the telephone. “The Mulcahy correspondence, Miss Crewes—may we have it here in my office?” The idea that these two stony youngsters were sitting in judgment on him appeared to amuse the President. “What did Hen tell you?” he asked, with a quizzical look, while they waited. “That I’d promised him a permanent place here if he stuck it out as an instructor?” They remained silent, not wishing to betray their colleague. “Worse?” he pressed them, gaily, and when they did not yield he sobered. “You couldn’t shock me, I promise you. During my day in teaching, I’ve heard many a tall tale and told many a whopper myself. There’s never been a poor devil yet that doesn’t get it into his head some way that the President has made him promises. The wish is father to the thought. Hen, with his Irish imagination, is just a more striking example of the common teacher character-type. We’re essentially public servants spiced with a dash of the rebel. Hence the common fixation on tenure; we feel that we serve for life like civil-service employees; we accept low wages and poor housing conditions in exchange for the benefits of a security that we consider implicit in the bargain. And for some of us, like Hen and myself, this security usually covers the right, from time to time, to be agin the government.” While he twinkled, a rapid look passed between John and Domna. Miss Crewes hurried in with the correspondence, which he glanced over and distributed between the two teachers. “I’ve fought all my life,” he went on, idly watching them as they scanned the carbons and passed them back and forth across the big desk to each other, “for better teaching conditions, more benefits, recognition of seniority along trade-union lines, and yet sometimes I wonder whether we’re on the right track, whether as creative persons we shouldn’t live with more daring. Can you have creative teaching side by side with this preoccupation with security, with the principle of regular promotion and recognition of seniority? God knows, in the big universities, this system has fostered a great many academic barnacles. What do you think, you two? Give me your fresh young views. Suppose we allowed Hen tenure, would it furnish him with the freedom he needs to let that tense personality of his expand and grow or would he settle down to the grind and become another old fossil? I don’t know the answer. I’ve observed in the course of my career that a teacher grows stale after a maximum of three years with his subject, and nowhere, by golly, is it truer than in an experimental college like our own, where a teacher’s excitement is the spark-plug behind the whole system. In two years, John, I’ll warrant you, your Kierkegaard-Barth-Tillich course won’t be worth listening to, and yet we’ll continue to offer it because of the requirements of the curriculum.” John had long since replaced the papers in the folder and laid it on the desk, but Maynard paid him no heed; like most administrators, he was a man who felt himself to be misunderstood and welcomed any opportunity, like the present one, of displaying his broad humanity to a relatively captive audience; John, who had had a good deal of experience with his ability to slip into free-wheeling, hastily applied the brakes. He coughed and tapped lightly on the folder.


  “Ah,” exclaimed Maynard, “you’ve read them. What do you think? Are you satisfied?” He smiled on them with disconcerting friendliness as they confessed that the evidence did indeed bear out what he said. In fact, to their dismay he seemed disposed to treat of the whole affair as past and forgotten, a mere slip of judgment on their part which he gladly extenuated. “Don’t think,” he said, “that I bear Hen any grudge for this. I don’t, in all honesty, and I don’t want to see you two blame him. He needs every friend he has. What’s passed between us this morning will stay right in this office. I’ll do anything I can to help him find another place.” The two looked awkwardly at each other; the President’s manifest sincerity and even kindliness made the next step difficult.


  “Maynard,” brought out John, after a short silence, “has it occurred to you that the termination of Hen’s appointment will be a sort of vindication for the critics of your stand on the rights of the dissident to teach?” A flicker of uneasiness appeared in the President’s eyes; he shifted in his seat and said nothing. “When you hired him,” John continued, “it wasn’t from motives of utility, as you say yourself in these letters. You hired him to make a profession of faith, not in Hen as a teacher of English, but in the principle of freedom of conscience. You asserted that neither the state nor a mere concert of opinion professing to uphold the state had the right of search and entry into the privileged domain of the soul.” Maynard made a sign of assent that carried with it a certain impatience. “What you proclaimed to the world was not your perspicacity as a judge of English teachers, which you compared favorably to the perspicacity of a group of ignorant politicians, but your duty not to inquire into the private beliefs of a teacher, whatever they might be. If you let him out now, for motives of utility, you’ll supply a sorry footnote to a courageous action. You won’t persuade anybody that he was let go for budgetary reasons. It will be assumed, as a matter of course, that you had your eyes opened, got your fingers burned, learned a thing or two, tasted your own medicine—all the ugly phrases coined by the demon in us to describe the deceit and disappointment of the spiritual by the material factor.”


  “Deceit and disappointment,” echoed Maynard. “I’m a tired man, John. The material factor is a mite bulkier than I supposed when I was your age. I’m afraid I must heed the bursar’s realities here, as I did on the Jewish quota. Fifty per cent.” He ruminated. “It’s a high quota, I console myself. The usual half a loaf. I sometimes pretend to myself that what we have is a Gentile quota.” He smiled a fleeting smile of self-disparagement. “In Hen’s case, I’ve done what I could, within the limits of necessity; more than most would do.” He looked at his watch. “Let my critics crow. I won’t deny that as a man I’ve found Hen a bit of a disappointment; like all martyrs, when you get to know them, he turns out to have quite a chip on his shoulder. But I accept that. I make allowances for it. After all, we all know that old Hen is no Communist; nobody in his right mind would think so but some fool state senator—when I watch him, I say to myself, ‘Was ever man more unjustly treated?’ ” He laughed and a strange look passed between John and Domna, which Maynard appeared to sense, like a shadow or a draught of cold air. “At any rate,” he continued, “we can give him a clean bill of health here as to political activity; why, I don’t even believe he’s signed up for Blue Cross.”


  “Dr. Hoar—” said Domna quickly, and hesitated. If he genuinely did not know, as it almost seemed, her revelation might harm Henry. But how was it possible that he did not know, if not from the F.B.I., then from Furness, the incorrigible gossip? “You’re thinking of the loyalty oaths?” he half-asserted. She nodded. “Ah, don’t tell me,” sighed Maynard. “I’ve considered that angle myself. I’ve said to myself that Hen, as we all know, is just the fellow to refuse to sign a loyalty oath out of sheer principled cussedness; I respect him for it. And yet, as we all know too, Hen really belongs in one of the traditional colleges, where they’re asking more and more for an oath or some sort of signed statement to the effect that the applicant is not a member of any subversive organizations. You know where I stand on that. I’ve asked myself whether I had the right to send him out of here to face that decision. But I’ve established to my own satisfaction that in Hen’s case we have an unusual situation, where he’s been smeared in the past, and so would be justified in signing such a thing to clear himself, and for family reasons; nobody would blame him for it—in fact, I’d say, go to it. I don’t ordinarily agree with the position which says that if you’re not a Communist, why not say so and show some consideration for your family; but in this special case I think it has relevance.” As he dealt with this curious scruple, his manner became more tranquil, as though, contemptuously thought Domna, the capacity to entertain such a small scruple testified to his largeness of mind. “Hen,” he continued, “has the training and ability to make good in one of our big universities: let him do it then; I won’t condemn him if he makes his peace with society.” The two young people, by common consent, avoided looking at each other. Maynard suddenly coughed. There was a silence.


  “So, Dr. Hoar, you scruple about the loyalty oath?” asked Domna, in a suffocated tone, her nostrils quivering. “But you will turn him out without a qualm despite what we tell you about Cathy?” Whatever she had promised Alma, she knew that in another moment she was going to resign; the interview had reached its crisis. She half-rose from her chair, but the President waved her back. All at once, he temporized, looking into the two taut faces. “Why not wait and see?” he suggested. “Let him try and find another post and if nothing turns up for him by June, say, or mid-summer, we will try what we can do with the bursar. In the long run, I don’t suppose, Domna, that we’ll literally turn him out into the streets. But let him make an effort, I say, and show me that he means business.”


  “Impossible,” she retorted. “How do you imagine that a man of Henry’s temperament will stand such a strain? He can keep a secret from his wife for a week, ten days, two weeks; but how will she not learn of it if he is looking for other work?” The scorn she felt for his callousness made her fearless of offending him; in her own mind, she had already resigned and spoke to him brusquely as an equal. “Whoa,” cried the President, genially. “Let me get this straight. You mean to tell me that Hen hasn’t told her yet? That defies all the laws of matrimony.” “Naturally, he has not told her,” replied Domna. “If he had, she might be dead at this moment.” The President’s face wore a look that vacillated between amusement and curiosity. “You take this very hard, Domna,” he said, wonderingly. “I scarcely think Cathy’s heart condition can warrant such drastic attitudes. I myself have a slight heart condition,” he warned her with mock severity. “Shall I complain that at this moment you’re endangering my life?”


  “You mean you don’t believe it,” she asserted. “Oh, I believe it,” conceded the President. “Hen would scarcely make such a statement without some medical backing. I doubt whether it’s as serious as he thinks. What you can’t understand, Domna, is that most of us, after a certain age, are living on borrowed time. The doctor has told Hen, in all probability, to spare Cathy any unnecessary shocks. My doctor has told me to avoid worry.” Domna coquetted. “If you say yes to us, Dr. Hoar, you will have no more worry.” She gave him a dazzling smile.


  “That’s an idea,” he said, jesting. “Let me think it over.” He turned to John. “You back Domna up, do you?” John nodded. “Why?” asked the President, as confronted with a real mystery. “You have a level head on your shoulders. What I’d like to hear from you is one positive concrete reason for keeping Hen—what Jocelyn would gain by it; never mind what Hen would gain by it, or humanity, or the liberal tradition. I don’t hear anything from either of you about Hen’s qualities as a teacher—what do the students think of him?” “They admire him,” put in Domna, passionately, knowing, as she spoke, that she had no evidence for this statement, which however she believed to be true. The President, as she saw it, was yielding, and it was not a moment for exactitude. “You think so?” asked the President, turning to her with a look of thoughtful regard, as if she had made a weighty statement which could tip the balance of his opinion. “Oh, yes,” prevaricated Domna. “I have several tutees who talk to me of his Joyce course. And I hear them discuss it in the store. And he is wonderful in the Sophomore Orals, very kind, very thorough.” The President bit on his pipe. “And you, John?” “Same here,” said John. “I have one student who is doing Critical Theory with him—a first-rate girl he’s taken great pains with. Otherwise, our fields don’t coincide but I have the same rough impression as Domna. Or, rather, to be exact, I would say that there was a division of opinion about him, with his partisans very vociferous.”


  “Hmn,” said the President, looking up. “It may be that he has settled down this year and gotten the bit between his teeth. Your information is probably more recent than mine. What impresses me most, however”—he studied them—“is the fact that you and Domna are here to represent him. That speaks to me very well for Hen. You’re intelligent and quick and straight as a die, both of you, two of my finest young teachers and one of you a writer as well.” He gazed appreciatively at Domna, who had just published some poems in a little magazine. She stared at the carpet, in embarrassment, since she had just told him a lie. His eyes once again canvassed them. They looked at each other and hesitated. They had not yet directly mentioned the main point—the issue of political freedom—and now that the interview appeared to be ending, they could see no suitable avenue of approach to it. It seemed, in fact, irrelevant to the friendly understanding which had finally been established among the three of them. As upright young people, moreover, brought up in an old-fashioned tradition, they had a trained distaste for outright lying that extended to the outright act of catching another in it; to come on the President in a lie, to see him flush up and betray himself, would be to come on Noah in his nakedness and commit the sin of Ham; they felt a pudent loyalty to the President’s façade. John’s wiry dark eyebrows knitted, and he gave a slight warning shake of the head.


  “You’ll hear from me within the next few days,” said Maynard, rising, “and many thanks for your information. You can tell Hen from me that he has two pretty potent advocates.” Domna seized his hand and nearly kissed it. “Oh, thank you,” she cried, beaming. John gave him a steady grip. “Thanks, Maynard,” he said earnestly. The President watched them go and turned back to his desk with a sigh. From his window, he could see them bound down the outside steps and perform a sort of caper of victory, like a pair of students he had favored against his ruing judgment.


  CHAPTER IX


  Discovered


  


  MULCAHY WAS not much impressed. “You let him pull the wool over your eyes,” was the verdict he returned to Domna that same evening in his car, when he came to fetch her for the chicken supper that Cathy, despite his remonstrances, had spent the bulk of the day preparing. “You aren’t supposed to know,” he pointed out to Cathy, as he gloomily observed the festive preparations: the silver-polish brought out, books dusted, pictures straightened; even the photograph of Joyce’s death-mask received a sweep of the dust-rag. “What will she think of all this?” he demanded, running the vacuum-cleaner, borrowed from the next-door neighbor, over the tan living-room rug with its dark-brown border. “The house stinks of fatted calf.” But Cathy, self-contented, had simply gone on humming a love-ballad. “You old fuddydud,” she finally teased him, dropping a kiss on his tiny bald spot, as he sat slumped on the davenport, staring into space, “do I have to have a special reason for keeping a nice house?” And she smacked the green cushions on either side of him, singing the trashy ballad, a suspiciously recent favorite with her, that she had got out of one of the children’s songbooks: “ ‘Oh, what care I for my house and my land? What care I for my-y-y treasure-oh? What care I for my new-wedded lord?’ ” Patting her back hair, she glided out to the kitchen, leaving him with a bottle of Windex and instructions to polish the glass tray on top of the coffee-table. In the back of the house, the children were being read to by a sitter at fifty cents an hour.


  It was not so much, he assured himself, that he feared Domna’s guessing. He had been crediting her with normal intelligence and assuming that, of course, she knew by this time and was simply going through the forms as he was: did she suppose Cathy was deaf to what was said on the telephone? What got under his skin was the unseasonableness of this celebration: the way the two women, separately, but in perfect unison, had leapt to the conclusion that it was all settled and done with, when Maynard, as far as he could see, had yielded nothing but a vague promise to think it over. Every jangled nerve in his body warned him against accepting this formula; as he drove off to return the sitter and get Domna, he was fully conscious of the dangers attending a premature détente. So much so, that he was half tempted to disobey orders and not stop at the liquor-store for the bottle of whiskey decreed by Cathy, since Cathy, though she would not admit it, had a poor head for liquor and had begun to take all too readily to these little nips with Domna that now seemed to be the order of the day. But, thanks to his fear of displeasing her and setting off some sort of scene, the bottle was in the seat beside him when he called for Domna and learned from her reluctant lips the tell-tale fact that she had been suppressing: Maynard, it turned out, had led the conceited pair through the interview without once permitting a mention of the only issue that counted!


  He caught his breath when he heard it, and only his feelings as a host prevented him from letting her have it, straight out, in the car. He drew on his reserves of magnanimity and spoke to her with patience, as he had learned to do with the children, analyzing a process step by step, taking into account their slower rate of learning; the drive home seemed to him endless and at the same time too short. “It’s a dead give-away, Domna,” he expatiated. “Analyze it out for yourself. Assume Maynard was ignorant, when he fired me, of my Party record—something I don’t concede for a moment but which seems to appeal to your generous heart. Is it likely that his pal, Furness, whom you insisted on taking into your confidence, wouldn’t have rushed around to inform him the minute he heard the news? Not ’arf likely, is it?” he gloated, unable to keep a thrust of plebeian malice from his tone. “Henry, I’ve thought of that,” said Domna, in her low, restive, bien élevé voice. “It’s strange. I can’t explain it.” “I can explain it very well,” he asserted. “Having got his briefing from your friend, Howard, he met the two of you with a well-prepared story. Don’t imagine that a single word of that interview was extemporized; every gesture, every pause, I’ll wager, was rehearsed before a mirror, and all very carefully calculated to steer you away from the main point. Why, he took you through that session like a regular Intourist guide with a party of dumb fellow-travelers. One direct question from either of you, and Maynard’s goose would have been cooked. You had him on the ropes and you didn’t know it. The bloody fool’s scared to death, Domna; he can’t afford to have a charge of bias made; his whole career of straddling is at stake. He’s a corpse, a well-preserved corpse, rotten with inner corruption, pourri, my girl, pourri—one breath of fresh air, and he’d stink, like the estimable Father Zossima. Don’t think he doesn’t know it.” He turned up the hill into his driveway and lowered his voice as he did so; the elucidation of his topic was banishing his first irritation; he began to feel content, as though everything were back in its place. “As a matter of fact,” he descanted, “Maynard proved to you by his silence that he had something to hide. Put yourself in his place. If he were innocent, and Howard came running to him with the charges, what would be his natural reaction? He wouldn’t wait ten days to blarney you. He’d have you and me too on the carpet inside of sixty minutes to demand a retraction pronto. Right? Of course he would.” He headed the car into the garage and jerked on the brake with emphasis. “Why say with such offhandedness,” he prodded her, “ ‘we all know Hen is no Communist,’ when nobody has mentioned the possibility, if not to put a denial into the record?” He switched off the lights and the motor but made no move to get out. From the other end of the breezeway, through the open door of the dark garage, they heard Cathy’s voice thinly calling, “Hen, is it you? Have you got Domna with you?” He tooted the horn, their signal, and listened for the door to close. “You see,” he said swiftly, “it’s the same thing with Cathy and her heart. Do you suppose Furness didn’t tell him all about it and yet, according to you, Maynard put on a bland face and pretended great shock and surprise. He couldn’t let you know that Furness had been talking.” To his annoyance, the garage-lights came on; Cathy, in the kitchen, he supposed, was manifesting impatience. “Hadn’t we better go in?” urged Domna. “Cathy must be wondering. . . .”


  Obediently, he got out and hurried round the car to help her, but his lips, in their solicitous smile, stiffened with mistrust and umbrage. What, he would like to be told, had transpired from the interview that made her so anxious now to be rid of him, to hurry off into the house and avert further questions and discussion? He had guessed, straight off, as soon as he saw her, that she had learned something that discredited him slightly in her judgment, but not too much, apparently—else she would not be here. Obviously—he felt satisfied on this point—it had nothing to do with his “confession,” for how could she have discovered anything to impugn that, when the topic had never been broached? Yet there was something, he thought, tightening his guiding fingers on her elbow, and congratulating himself on his acute sensibility, that made her draw away from him a little, even while she smiled and deferred to him—some little thing, perhaps, that failed to jibe with Maynard’s account of things and on which, naturally, without hesitation, like a true friend, she had taken Maynard’s word. Why all this sudden concern lest Cathy “wonder”? Was it simply a feint to get away from him or was there a rebuke to his carelessness behind it?


  Watching the two women kiss in the kitchen doorway, he frowned and shook his head, as a warning, over Domna’s shoulder. Cathy, in his critical view, was going much too far in trying mutely to convey to Domna her gratitude and happiness over this morning’s interview. Woman-like, in fact, she had been picking at him all day, ever since Domna’s telephone call, for not treating his supporters properly, not showing sufficient gratitude, and so on; she had even been at him to “tell” Domna, with the usual wifely implication that she understood the girl better than he did. The love of taking needless risks was something in the feminine temperament that he did not pretend to explicate.


  He helped Domna off with her rubbers and hurried her into the living room, leaving Cathy in the kitchen to put the dumplings into the pot. On the table by the davenport was a doily and a plate of involuted pink-and-white sandwiches in the shape of pinwheels that Cathy had got out of some fancy cookbook or other. He eyed them with disfavor and sampled one. In the back bedroom, baby Stephen was crying, which told the whole story of the day. Red-haired Eileen, wearing her best dress, with her dirty underpants hanging down, approached, made a curtsey to Domna, and snatched a sandwich from the plate; Mary Margaret, the eldest, in middy and skirt, followed and, without taking any notice of Domna, marched up and gave her sister a slap. The children, he supposed, had been fed while he was absent on scraps of bread and colored cheese; they were accustomed to eating with their parents and wore looks of sullen suspicion as they watched their father and Miss Rejnev raise their old-fashioned glasses to each other. When Miss Rejnev set her glass down, Eileen’s fingers darted into it and came up with the cherry. In the girls’ bedroom, Nora, the three-year-old, who had been put to bed by her sisters, set up a howl to go to the bathroom; he flew down the corridor and whisked her out of bed too late. The ammonia-smell of urine in the back rooms, owing to the pads drying out on the radiators, was pungently noticeable to him, for the first time in many weeks—no vacuum-cleaner or furniture wax had penetrated this area. He twitched his nose and searched in the bureau for a clean pad; finding none, he settled for a dry one, which he arranged under the child, who put her soft face up to him for a kiss. “Daddy’s girl,” he murmured, stroking the silky head. Pity for himself and his children became, as he stood there in the darkness, hearing the women’s voices, a sort of pride and militancy. He felt gravely offended with Cathy for her betrayal of their anti-bourgeois ethic—had all their years together at the kitchen-table with the teapot between them on the oilcloth been a sham and a sacrifice to her that she could so readily turn her back on them and follow the Pied Piper down the road of least resistance?


  He knew the signs all too well, having catalogued them, together with Cathy, in a dozen faculty-wives of their acquaintance: first, cocktails, cocktail napkins, inedible fancy sandwiches, the children shoved into the background, the dinner hour receding farther and farther into the night, then pressure-cookers, dish-washers, deep-freezers, an unending procession of sitters groping their way into the upstairs region as into some segregated ghetto, and downstairs, answering the door, a neighboring farm-girl in cap and uniform with tin buckles on her shoes—“May I take your wraps?”—fraternization with the local gentry, the Episcopal lawn fete, the deadly round of entertaining, domestic hatred, hangovers, name-spending, literary revivals, fawning on imported celebrities, the publisher’s contract at last for an anthology of the literature of the Crisis, the invitation to lecture to a book group, traveling expenses, padded, the bottle in the suitcase, the professor’s wife from Pennsy, “Jesus, what a head!” He closed the door softly and went in to see Stephen, who had lost his pacifier, an old teething-ring that had served the little girls before him. Finding it where it had fallen on the rag rug, he wiped it off with his handkerchief and tucked it in the fat clenched fist. Stephen’s cries halted; he gurgled—a series of luscious primal sounds. He was waiting for the Irish air that his mother was wont to croon to him, and Mulcahy, whose voice was tuneless, struck up instead with “Mulligan’s Ball.” There was sorrow in the jig for Mulcahy; he was minded of Joyce’s household and the gloomy fate of the children—did Nora Joyce, like Cathy, look back in her splendid years of exile to the lost Sodom of infantile satisfactions, the “toy fair” of material civilization that her husband had wrenched her away from? The child, however, laughed contentedly. Mulcahy went out.


  In the kitchen, he found Cathy, red-faced, drinking her second cocktail; wisps of hair protruded from the brown bun at the nape of her neck; there was a rich smell of burning from the oven, where the chocolate bread-pudding had bubbled over. In the living room, Domna was reading to the two children; the plate of sandwiches was nearly empty. He sent them off to bed rather sharply and refilled Domna’s glass. The single drink, he discovered, had loosened his tongue a little and removed the inhibitions he put on his curiosity. “You know, Domna,” he said to her, pulling up a chair to her and taking the picture-book from her lap, “I’ve the feeling you’re keeping something back from me. What did Maynard tell you this morning that you’re afraid to tell me?” Domna’s brilliant eyes slid away from him; she reached into her pocketbook for her cigarettes and her lighter. “Do you know,” he said, as if idly, “whenever you’re uncomfortable you reach for a cigarette?” She smiled uncertainly, “Do I?” and then added, swiftly, with an air of taking a plunge, “It’s you, Henry, who make me uncomfortable. You demand so many particulars. I’ve given you the gist, I promise you.” A queer hesitant light flickered in her eyes. “Since you wish to know, I’ll admit to you: certain things in the past, Maynard recalls differently. He doesn’t remember that you told him of the state of Cathy’s health.” Henry shrugged. “Naturally not,” he remarked. “You’ve got it balled up yourself. I didn’t tell him; I told Esther.” “So I said,” blurted Domna, with an after-look of guilty consternation. “He says he doesn’t recall this. He says he received the impression that Cathy had been ill but was better.” She raised her eyes and confronted him and then looked quickly away. Was she “giving him his chance” to contradict this or bring his own story into line? He was not such a fool, he could assure her, as to rake up all that old business which lay too far in the past for anybody to swear positively to what had been said and what hadn’t. “A convenient memory,” he said lightly. “It’s possible that Maynard persuaded himself, even then, to hear what he wished to hear. I don’t hold it against him; we all tell lies to ourselves.” “Sans doute,” agreed Domna, with a sly face. “But now that he’s been told, Henry, he’ll do the right thing, I’m sure of it.” Henry made an irritable grimace; he flexed a muscle in his cheek. “Please,” he begged. “I’m older than you. I’ve seen more of the world and its administrators. The leopard doesn’t change its spots.”


  “Domna may be right.” The loud words came out a little furrily. Cathy, without their hearing it, had slipped out of the kitchen behind them and was standing in the doorway arch with an eggbeater in her hand. They wheeled around to look at her; Henry winged a prayer to God. “You weren’t there, Hen,” insisted Cathy. “How can you be so sure?” There was a fearful pause; the eggbeater dripped cream onto the carpet. As she digested Domna’s expression of horror, Cathy began to laugh. “I don’t know what I’m talking about,” she said gaily. “I must be a little tiddly. Didn’t I hear you say something about Maynard? I thought Domna went to see him this morning about a salary raise.” “She did, darling,” said Henry. “You’re quite right. We were discussing it. I told Cathy all about it, Domna; you don’t mind, do you, if I let out our little secret?” His wife’s eyes grew drunken again. “I think you’ve been wonderful, Domna, just wonderful,” she said with feeling. “We all need that raise so badly.” “I’ve done nothing,” said Domna, rather shortly. Henry bit his lip. “Dinner’s in just a minute,” said Cathy. She turned and slowly exited toward the kitchen. Henry followed her. “Why did you do it?” he whispered in a fury. He took her cocktail glass from the kitchen table and threw the contents into the sink. “She knows,” he despairingly exulted and struck the table a blow. “She doesn’t know,” replied Cathy, airily. “I carried it off very well, I thought.” Henry came closer to her. “She has good manners,” he said in her ear, vindictively. “She won’t call you a liar to your face. She’ll ignore it till she gets out of here and then, excuse her dust! I watched her. She was vibrating all over like a plucked string.” His eyes swept over the table set in the dinette off the kitchen with Cathy’s wedding silver and an old lace table-cloth. “Why did you do it?” he repeated. “I’ve warned you again and again to be careful. How many drinks did you have?” “Two,” retorted Cathy, determined to brazen it out. “I’m not drunk. I was just playing drunk to cover myself. Listening to you laying down the law. I simply lost my head and forgot that I wasn’t supposed to know. It could happen to anybody. It’s all your fault anyway, Hen,” she continued, with a sharpening and sobering of her features, as she spooned the dumplings out, one by one, efficiently, and set them out on the big platter. “I told you you ought to tell her. You’re too conspiratorial in your methods.” “Do you still think so?” he said with breathless sarcasm. “I’ll tell you why you did it. You hate to be left out of anything. You couldn’t stand the idea that these discussions were going on every day and you were supposed to be kept in the dark. You resented the implication that you were stupid and didn’t have the mother-wit to guess your husband’s troubles. And you’re jealous of my relation with Domna. You want to have her all cosy to yourself with your lace tablecloths and your confidences. You’re dying for an aristocratic friendship. Everything has changed here since you met her; the children are neglected; you have to be driven into York to the hairdresser; you’re dieting and yet you want to have wine with your meals. You lie in the bathtub and feel your breasts in the mirror; you use French expressions. You’re a beautiful natural woman and all of a sudden you want to be a femme du monde, a vulgar femme de trente ans in the style of Maupassant.”


  Cathy’s eyes sparkled; she tilted her angular chin complacently—these sudden and secret quarrels between them she took for a manifestation of worship. She picked up the loaded platter, strewed it with parsley, balanced it on a pile of plates and proceeded grandly with it into the dinette. A vapor of steam followed her, tantalizing him, like one of the veils of Salome. “Dinner is served,” she announced, sliding the plates onto the table. “Go and get her, you fool.” She readjusted a hairpin and sat coolly down at her place; next to her, stood her old tea-wagon, recently exhumed from the basement, stacked with dessert-plates and a coffee-service. Henry hurried back into the living room. “Cathy’s not quite herself,” he apologized. “I was afraid for the moment she’d heard something disturbing. But it’s all right; I’ve been talking to her. She has no conception of what she seemed to be saying. It’s a lucky thing I gave her that salary-raise story as a blind. Whew!” He made a half-laughing motion of wiping the sweat from his brow, and when she did not smile back, he grew serious. “Alcohol isn’t good for her. That’s why we seldom serve it. There’s a little history of that kind in her family—the curse of the Irish.” He held out his hands. “Come! She’ll be better when she’s had something to eat.” Domna put down the quarterly she had been gripping. “Would you rather I didn’t stay?” she said abruptly. She appeared exceedingly tense and disturbed. Henry shook his head with decision. “What a scare you must have had,” he said warmly. “I could see it. You turned a sort of yellow—your Tartar blood, I’ll warrant. You still look a little queer. Can I get you something more to drink?” Domna gave a quick, strained smile. She rose. “No. I’m all right.” He led her into the dinette. “What a wonderful dinner, Cathy,” she murmured, looking at the table, but the tribute escaped her mechanically; she seemed to fix her eyes on the flatware and napery with the same hypnotized effort that dragged her fork to her lips and back again. She ate, observed Henry, like a stupefied goose of Périgord subjected to forced feeding; indeed, her whole demeanor was that of a creature in a vise.


  Cathy, however, had recovered her poise; she led the conversation and they discussed theories of love. “What you love in a person, Domna,” she explained to her, “is his essence, not the dross of appearance. Love is the discovery of essence.” Domna looked up from her bread-pudding. “I think you are too dualistic,” she said, brusquely. “Even in Plato, essence is perceived through existence. There is no gross contradiction, no belying. Shadow is a partial aspect of substance. Appearances intimate to us; they do not flatly deceive.” She put down her spoon. Henry affably nodded. “You’re a handsome girl, Domna,” he reminded. “All handsome people are monists. For the rest of us, there is always the temptation to gnosticism. What we are is not what we see in the mirror, and we know therefore that appearances are fickle. We look to somebody else to discover our imperishable essence.” He smiled uxoriously at Cathy and wiped his lips with his damask napkin. “She,” he signified, “has been good enough to do me this service. Could you love a leper, Domna?” he continued, musingly. “I wonder whether you could. I think, if you did, you would love the leper in him, from defiance, and not seek to discover what there is in him that the loathsome disease hides. That is, you would love in defiance what the world sees and hates, and your love would be simply an affirmation of repugnance overcome.” That he repelled Domna physically he had known for some time, without rancor and even with a kind of objective, scientific interest, and he observed once again, with detachment, seeing her drop her eyes in embarrassment, that this repugnance he now calmly alluded to was still the strongest hold he had on her: was it feasible, he asked himself, to try to exercise the same attraction-repulsion in the moral sphere? He saw that she understood very well the drift of the conversation, which, he had to concede, had been splendidly maneuvered by Cathy to come athwart the subject at hand. Domna’s fine nostrils indented; she raised her brows in distaste. “Why are you R.C.’s so fascinated by leprosy, like children? It is all simply a bogey of legend and crude mass superstition. But in answer to your question: if you mean a moral leper, no. Fair without and foul within has no charm for me. Nor the reverse, for that matter. One must love in depth. I cannot be interested in people whose inside contradicts their outside. Such people have neither essence nor existence.” She folded her napkin. “I must work tonight,” she declared.


  Cathy warmly protested. “It’s a holiday,” she reproached her. “We can have a good long gab. No students, no classes, no convocation. You don’t really have to work.” “I have papers to do,” said Domna, with a sidelong glance at Henry, “and achievement sheets to get in.” Yet she stayed, when pressed, and helped wash up the dishes as usual. Henry saw plainly that she was ashamed for them but that this very shame, also, was preventing her from making a difference in their relation. Certain acutely telling little things, however, betrayed her reluctance to be any longer “at home” here; she made a show, for example, of not knowing where to put the china and glassware, though she had helped wash up a dozen times before and knew the cupboards like the palm of her hand. In the past, too, she had busied herself wiping the tables and counters; she would get out the broom and sweep the floor and sometimes even set the table for breakfast, putting a silly glass ornament in the middle and pleating the children’s napkins. But tonight she was irking to get away; she dried the dishes at top speed, like a kitchen worker in a hash house, and was off to get her coat on before the sink was emptied. Henry drove her home, with a sick, empty feeling, as at the end of something, knowing that she knew and that she knew that he knew that she knew. If she turned on him, the others would follow her; they had all been looking for an excuse to lose faith in him, and one apostasy would be ample to show the others the way. And at the moment, he blamed himself completely for what had happened; he felt humbled for his lack of trust in her and let himself grovel in the feeling with penitent abandon—all of which he tried to convey to her at the ultimate moment on her doorstep, in a fervid, miscreant’s handclasp and a quick, blind turning away. To admit culpability was to open the way to amendment, he repeated to himself on the way home, and he was tempted suddenly to appear at her door and make a full confession; yet he knew at the same moment that it was too late—his confession should have preceded Cathy’s slip if it were to have any air of bona fides. What more, he asked himself, could he tell her in words than he had already indicated wordlessly? Words and explanations had no place in true friendship, which was a connexion of souls. Had he need to beg her in words not to give him away, when eye and lip and hand beseeched her higher understanding? Moreover, he thought, with a sudden dry cackle, she dared not tell on them—anybody she confided in would think her an utter fool and a turncoat.


  


  John Bentkoop and his wife, Virginia, were in their night-clothes when Domna cranked the old bell. He came downstairs, blinking and pulling on his bathrobe, followed by Virginia in a pink woolen dressing-gown. She would not let him open the door until he turned on the flashlight and they saw through the side-panes the Russian girl standing on the porch. Virginia, who was a sensible girl, instantly drew her into the dark house, put an arm around her and guided her into the living room. She had met her only once, at a college lecture, but she divined correctly that her feet were wet. John hastily made a fire. Domna sat crouched on a hassock by the fireplace; she would not take off her shoes or her polo coat at the beginning, apologizing that she had been pacing outside the house for hours, trying to make up her mind whether to intrude on them, and would go at once when she had said what she had to say. After the first few words, Virginia absented herself; she came back with a pot of coffee and big, white, cheap cups on a tray, served them, and sat down by the oil lamp in a rocker—there was no electricity in the house. “You must stay,” she proffered. “I’ve made up a bed upstairs. I’ve always wanted to know you. Next year, I’m going to take your course.” Without further parlance, she took up her knitting, a pale green baby sweater; the motion of her needles kept pace with the conversation. She had pale, almost greenish fair hair, pale sea-like green eyes, a pink and white complexion, fair brows, delicate hands; everything about her was pastel and tranquilly decided—in short, she was the complement of Domna, whom she scanned with earnest attention, as though the other girl were something—a flower, a chemical process—she had read about in a book and she was now satisfying herself as to her reality. This child-like faculty of attention was her notable characteristic; nothing appeared to strike her as aberrant in a world that was myriad with difference; she looked at her husband carefully whenever he made a point, as though studying afresh the whorls of his personality. Before the discussion was over, she had finished the sweater, laid it aside in a basket and begun casting a new set of stitches on the yellow needles. Toward the end, when it was nearly morning, she added her voice to the symposium. This voice, surprisingly, was rather clear and loud, like a boy’s voice that has not changed yet.


  John threw another log on the fire and paced up and down before it. “I think, Domna,” he said judiciously, “you’re doing him a minor injustice. It doesn’t seem to me likely that they cooked it up between them, as you say. More likely she half guessed and he told her. I’m willing to buy that for what it’s worth.” Domna’s shadowed face showed a faint stirring of relief; as she listened, she slipped her coat from her shoulders and Virginia silently came and took it. “I’ve never put much credence,” continued John, easily, like a wound-up bobbin unreeling, “in Hen’s power to keep a secret. To the best of my knowledge, he told one of his tutees the very first thing, probably before he told you. If he hadn’t told Cathy finally, she would have been one of the few people in the community he didn’t favor with his confidence. The town’s buzzing with it; I heard it from the garage-man and the grocer and the druggist, all very concerned about Mrs. Mulcahy and about Mr. Mulcahy’s prospects for paying their precious bills. Why, I think Hen could get up a real rank-and-file movement among the tradespeople here to petition for his continuance.” He laughed but Domna sighed restlessly. “I would pay them myself to be rid of him,” she declared in a passionate tone. John studied her concernedly, with a pursing of the large lips. “You’re really suffering,” he discovered. “Drink some more coffee. It’s mainly shock, you know. You’re one of the few people on this campus that really had faith in Hen. It’s a shame it had to be you to discover this. Those of us who’ve known him a little longer would have been better prepared.” “Oh, that dinner!” she suddenly moaned, as it came back to her. “They talked about love, Virginia. ‘Could I love a leper?’ ” “Could you?” asked Virginia, setting the cup in her hand. “I don’t think so,” said Domna. “Neither could I,” said Virginia. “At least, I never have.” “But what I was supposed to understand by this,” said Domna, raising her eyes to John, “was that Henry was a moral leper and that I didn’t love him sufficiently. Of course, it’s perfectly true. I don’t. Not sufficiently for this.” Her face stiffened. There was a silence. “Did you really suspect it?” she demanded, in a different, half-hopeful tone. “Honor bright,” said John. “Ask Virginia.” Virginia paused in her knitting. “Yes, he did. You aren’t married or you’d see how hard it is to keep something from your wife.” “And you really think,” insisted Domna, “that it wasn’t cooked up, deliberately, beforehand, as a bid for sympathy?” John shook his long head. “That’s not how these things work, Domna; one begins by persuading oneself, and this germ of persuasion is infectious. Hen has a remarkable gift, a gift for being his own sympathizer. It’s a rare asset; it could be useful to him in politics or religion.” He spoke with perfect seriousness. “He’s capable of commanding great loyalty, because he’s unswervingly loyal to himself. I’m not being sarcastic. Very few of us have that. It’s a species of self-alienation. He’s loyal to himself, objectively, as if he were another person, with that feeling of sacrifice and blind obedience that we give to a leader or a cause. In the world today, there’s a great deal of free-floating, circumambient loyalty that fixes itself on such people, who seem to offer, by their own example, the possibility of a separation from the self that will lead to a higher union with the self objectified in an idea. It’s Hen’s fortune or his fate to have achieved this union within his own personality; he’s foregone his subjectivity and hypostatized himself as an object.”


  He settled himself on the hearth-rug and wound his arms round his long, bony legs in their white pajama bottoms. Virginia laid down her knitting and joined him; she rested her head on his shoulder. The fire threw a ruddy light on the three absorbed faces, as in a painting by La Tour. Around them, outside the circle of the lamp, the room was nearly dark: they might have been sitting by a campfire on a chill beach after a night picnic, or in a forest-clearing, keeping watch. The even heat of the fire in their faces, the lateness of the hour, the shadows, the rattling of the small-paned windows, the eeriness of the man they spoke of, produced a sensuous content and numbness; they felt close to the primeval mysteries, the chiaroscuro of good and evil. John hugged his knees. His olive student-face assumed a didactic mien. “The criteria of truth and falsity, as we know them, don’t exist for Hen. He doesn’t examine his statements from the point of view of the speaker but from the point of view of the listener. He listens to himself as you or I might listen to him and asks himself, ‘Is it credible?’ Even in private soliloquy, credibility is the standard he applies; that is, he looks at truth with the eyes of a literary critic and measures a statement by its persuasiveness. If he himself can be persuaded he accepts the moot statement as established. This is real alienation. In the critical part of his mind, he’s extraordinarily cold with himself, cold and dedicated. Hence his incessant anxiety, like the anxiety of a military commander or an author or a stage-director; he’s busy with problems of reception, stage effects, cues, orchestration; his inner life is a busy rehearsal and testing for activity on the larger stage of tomorrow, where the audience, as usual, will miss the finer points. Immersed in all these difficulties, hung up on the little snags of production, he’s impatient, understandably, with outside interrogation. ‘Is it true?’ you want to know, but the question’s irrelevant and footless. Do you ask an amber spot whether it’s true? Or an aria? At bottom, he doesn’t give a damn, Domna, what you or I think, any more than a general cares about democratic opinion. We’re not his critics or even, primarily, his audience; we’re amateurs whom, unfortunately, he must use in his production, green troops whom he has to put up with since the great Commander we all act under saw fit to send him no better.”


  Domna cupped her pointed chin in her hand; she stared reflectively into the blaze. “So,” she pondered finally, “when Cathy guessed or he told her, he had no hesitation in going through with the imposture? He felt justified in doing it since she might have found out and might have been dead by this time for all Maynard cared?” John laughed. “Such might-have-beens are for neophytes,” he said, stretching. “When Cathy found out, Hen as an intelligent man saw that it was simpler that she knew. The worry of protecting her was removed and he was supplied with a consultant he could trust.” He sat up cross-legged on the hearth-rug and conned the two girls’ faces. “Be honest with me, both of you,” he demanded. “What would you have done in his place? Would you actually have interrupted the proceedings to announce that Cathy knew and there was no further worry on her score? Think what it meant to him. What were his chances of being rehired if the college didn’t have Cathy on its conscience? Most people, I’m afraid, would do pretty much as Hen did. What about you, Virginia?” “I really don’t know,” said Virginia, “I like to think I would come out with the truth, but probably I would try to play possum until the matter was settled. I would stay away from my supporters and hope that nobody would ask me.” Domna leaned forward. “Is it conceited of me? I think I would tell the truth.” The taut declaration made a silence. Virginia’s look consulted her husband. She spoke. “You don’t really know, Domna,” she argued. “You’ve never been in the position he is. In your situation, it wouldn’t cost much to tell the truth.” A look of pride glittered in Domna’s face; her nostrils flared. “It costs nothing to tell the truth when one has the habit. One becomes entangled in self-pity and lies.” She drew out the last word with a strong diphthong and sibilant hissing of the s. “He threw himself on our pity. This was not an honest act. He lied to Maynard about Cathy and lied to us about the lie. Or is he lying to us now and she is healthy and it is all a fantasy that we believed?” Heated and gleaming in the firelight, her pure features were almost ugly. “And now we are all in it; we are all lying for him. I lied this morning to the President: my students do not praise Henry—it is I who praise him to the students, who sit with their faces so.” She made an idiot face with sunken jaw and goggling eyes. “I lied tonight at his house, two, three times. I lie to myself about him.” She jumped up and lit a cigarette and stood by the mantelpiece, puffing. “And now what am I to do? I am to lie some more, I presume. You know that I cannot carry this nasty story to the President. I cannot. I tell myself that it’s my duty but I cannot. If Henry had not been my friend, still I could not do it. Do you blame me? And I cannot tell Henry, either, that I know and am not deceived by him. I think this is a weakness. I’m ashamed for him; I cannot face him; I am afraid of him and that terrible white freckled face.” “Undoubtedly, he knows that you know, Domna,” put in John, by way of comfort. Domna flared up. “So what will he do, murder me? Let him do it,” she cried recklessly, striking the mantelpiece a blow. John smiled at these heroics and then grew thoughtful. “He’s more likely to accuse you of something,” he said gravely, after due reflection.


  He appeared to consult again with himself. “Look here, Domna,” he finally suggested, “there’s a good deal to be said for Hen on the plus side. You felt it once yourself or you wouldn’t be suffering disillusion. Your friendship wasn’t a deception; Hen is extremely likable in the early stages of an acquaintance. He has a taste for abstract conversation that makes him peculiarly accessible, like some of the old philosophers. He’s interested in ontological questions, which are the great binders of diverse humanity. On some of the better students, he has an extraordinarily tonic effect. To my mind, he’s worth keeping here aside from the question of Cathy and the four children and the bills and all the rest. He has an agile mind and excellent training. What I said at our first meeting is a true statement of what I believe. I think it valuable for the Literature department to have a theist teaching in it. Hen’s brand of theism and mine differ; in his personal life, he may belong to the devil’s party, but the devil is a theist too. What’s needed at Jocelyn or any college is a mind concerned with universals and first principles; the students take to them like catnip if they’re given half a chance. Your department’s monstrously one-sided—you’re concerned with formal questions exclusively: Tolstoy’s method, the method of Virginia Woolf, the elucidation of Mann’s symbols, the patterns of Katherine Anne Porter. All appropriate enough for criticism, but it isn’t what the student reads for. A student reads an author for his ideas, for his personal metaphysic, what he calls, till you people teach him not to say it, his ‘philosophy of life.’ He wants to detach from an author a portable philosophy, like the young Joyce in A Portrait of the Artist—a laudable aim which you discourage by your insistence on the inseparability of form and content.”


  “But that is true,” protested Domna, dropping to her knees on the hassock. John shook his head in reprimand. “True, but also not true. And not relevant to the student’s purpose. Content can be paraphrased. What we’re doing here at Jocelyn is a sinister thing for our students; we’re turning out classes of sophisticated literary hollow men, without general ideas, without the philosophy or theology that’s formed in adolescence, without the habit or the discipline of systematic thought. Our students have literally no idea what they think or believe except in questions of taste, and they’ve been taught to fear formulation as a lapse in literary manners. Hen is the one force here that runs counter to this tendency. His Jesuit training formed him in an older mold and his Joyce studies confirmed him in the habit of universalization. Finnegans Wake: one book which shall be all books, the Book of Life.”


  Domna interrupted. “John,” she said tensely, “I have to tell you something.” Her pale, severe face was sharp with trepidation, as if she feared being overheard; they moved a little closer. “This is my confession. I think Henry is mad. He comes to see me at night and talks, talks, talks. He has a delusional system centering on Joyce. He speaks of Joyce’s life as a Ministry. He speaks of the Book, the Revelation, the Passion.” John raised his eyebrows. “Most of the Joyce brotherhood are a little batty,” he cautioned. Domna shook her head firmly. “This is different; it’s not an ordinary obsession. He believes that he’s been subject to persecution for propagating the Word. This, he insists, is at the bottom of his troubles; all the rest is pseudepigraphal—that was his own word. He is hated, he says, by Joyce’s enemies, who comprise the whole academic world, with the exception of rival Joyce experts who hate him also, since they are really Joyce’s enemies in disguise.” Virginia laughed delightedly. “How wonderful!” she cried in sincere enjoyment and admiration. Domna laughed also, but more grudgingly. “Yes, it’s funny,” she admitted, “but terrifying, too. You know that stick he carries; he’s put it aside, he says, for the duration of this emergency in token of symbolic burial. His Communist period, he says, was a ritual conversion symbolizing Joyce’s baptism in the religion of naturalism—the precursor. And the Communists hate him because he transcended naturalism, just as they hate Joyce. Behind Joyce, you see, is the identification with Christ. Bloom was Christ; Earwicker was Christ—Henry Mulcahy is Christ in the disguise of Bloom and Earwicker, the family men, the fathers eternal consubstantial with the Son.” The laughter died out of her voice. “I’ve tried to assure myself,” she declared, “that all this is merely an allegory, the pastime of an ingenious mind, that he uses to give form to his experience, to console himself in a rather bitter way by the sense of repetition, but, John, I’m afraid he believes it literally, just as you believe in the Incarnation.”


  John’s dark eyebrows knitted; like an upright young judge he seemed to search his experience for precedents and normative explanations. At the same time, with his short black hair standing up, there was something alert and lively about him, like a hare after its quarry: understanding. “Christ’s experience,” he announced finally, with an odd eager smile, “is the great paradigm for the persecution psychosis. It displays the whole classical syndrome: belief in divine origin, special calling, chosenness, the cult of exclusive disciples, betrayal, justification—one might even add, following Freud’s analysis of paranoia, homosexuality, for it’s noteworthy that He not only eschewed women, but that His betrayer was a man. The betrayer for the paranoid is always of his own sex, the loved and feared sex. One could say,” he continued breathlessly, with a sort of awkward ardency, “that by becoming man precisely God underwent what could be described as madness: the experience of unrecognition fusing with the knowledge of godhead, the sense of the Message, the Word, the Seed falling on barren ground, the sense of betrayal and promised resurrection. And like the mad, who use symbolic language, He spoke in parables.” Domna huskily laughed. “Jésus-Christ, c’était un fou qui se croyait Jésus-Christ.” John nodded. “Yes; in so far as He was human, this was his predicament. But is it any wonder that man who seeks in his highest moments to identify himself with God, should do so also in his time of tribulation, in the dark night of the soul. And if Hen is mad, Domna, to choose to imitate Christ, in the pattern of his sufferings, where are all the Thomas à Kempises?”


  “You’re playing on words,” she protested. “Though to me, John, to speak frankly, all religious people seem a little mad.” “That’s because you don’t believe in godhead,” he retorted. “You don’t believe in the black reality of the night of separation our friend Hen is undergoing.” The three moved closer to the fire. Domna met John’s eyes. “No,” she said, squarely, “I don’t. Except as a metaphor. But I am willing to pity him if you want.” John firmly shook his head. “You don’t pity him, Domna; you’re ashamed for him; you’ve just told us so yourself.” Domna considered. “I think I feel pity mixed with horror. I should like to avert my eyes. This is not the proper Aristotelian compound, as Henry himself would be the first to say. What is requisite for the tragic spectacle is pity and terror compounded—pity for the tragic victim, terror for oneself, in so far as the victim is oneself, universalized, by extension. But I cannot feel that Henry is myself and I can only feel horror of him. Noli me tangere.” She shuddered. “I had the misfortune to be born into the upper classes and I cannot respond to suffering when the sufferer is base. And it seems to me now—forgive me for saying it—that this arrogant Henry has the soul of a slave. No doubt this cringing soul reflects social conditions; one has only to look at Henry to imagine the matrix that formed him—a poor heredity, hagiolatrous parents, a nasty and narrow environment, sweets, eyestrain, dental caries. I detest the social order which sprouts these mildewed souls—all that should be changed, for everybody; nobody should be permitted to grow up in such a bodily tenement. But there is also in each individual the faculty of transcendence; there is in each of us a limited freedom. I myself have been poor and I am not sentimental about poverty—poor people must be judged, like the rest of us. Poverty has certain favorable aspects: the poor are free of money-guilt and the sophisms and insincerities that go with it. Poverty and bad heredity are not a blanket pardon; need palliates Henry’s behavior but it is not a justification.” “Very true,” agreed John. “But who is to do the judging, Domna? You? I?” She hesitated and then grew reckless. “Yes, I. Why not? I, you, everybody. Everybody who will judge himself has the right to judge others and to be judged also. This abrogation of judgment you practice is an insult to man’s dignity. Everybody has the right to be judged and to judge in his turn. This ‘understanding’ you accord Henry is dangerous, both to him and to you. God is our judge, you will tell me. But there is no God. God is man.” The blasphemous words rang out; the windows rattled; but John seemed unaffected. “God is man, Domna, if you wish,” he said gravely. “But He is not men.”


  Domna suddenly looked tired. “No,” she admitted. “I suppose in a certain way I am on your side. If I presume to judge Henry, I don’t presume to punish him. That is not my affair.” She sighed. “And yet I can’t help but feel that I’m implicated in a frightful swindle. When I think of how soundly I rated Dr. Hoar this morning!” She gave an unwilling laugh. “After all, you were in good faith,” said Virginia. “I wonder,” replied Domna. “I think really, in my heart, I knew all along too. I think I hid from myself what I did not want to see. I didn’t dare ask myself what Cathy must be thinking; to ask would have implied an answer I didn’t wish to get. My pride, I imagine, undid me; I could not stand to be wrong.”


  John gave the fire a final poke; the last red ember dissolved in a shower of sparks. “Let me console you,” he said abruptly, as though he had been withholding this last piece of information till Domna had spent herself. “I don’t think Cathy’s health had much to do with Maynard’s decision—assuming he made it this morning. What impressed him most was the faculty support for Hen: he hadn’t quite expected it and was relieved, in a way, to find it was there. I think between ourselves, as Maynard would say, that Maynard had a good many qualms about letting Hen go. Quite aside from Cathy, Maynard has a pretty fair idea of the employment picture and he knows as well as the rest of us that Hen’s prospects aren’t too bright. Nobody likes to have the feeling that he may be sending a man with five dependents out onto the relief rolls, and whatever Hen may say of him, Maynard, in his way, is a very decent fellow. The letter he sent Hen may have been something in the nature of a trial balloon, to test faculty reaction. He wasn’t anxious to let Hen go, but on the other hand, he couldn’t keep him in the face of the bursar and the trustees, without some faculty backing. Now he can go to the money-bags and announce that a valued group in the faculty considers that Hen’s departure would be an intellectual loss to the college. That was what he wanted to hear; so long as he had the impression that Hen was an intellectual liability, he couldn’t in fairness to the students argue for retaining him as a teacher. Maynard himself is quite at sea in these cultural matters; he honestly wants to be told who is who and what is what. He meant it when he told us he was grateful to us for our visit—we forced him to take a line he’d been half wanting to take. In a word, we accepted responsibility.”


  He got to his feet rather stiffly and solemnly. The fire had died out; it was nearly dawn; a few roosters were crowing; a high-pitched dog barked. “Milking-time,” he said, going to the window. “Time to go to bed.” Virginia lit a candle and let the wax drip into a saucer to fix it; she handed it to Domna, who reluctantly pulled herself up. The word, responsibility, seemed to lie on her shoulders like a burden. John’s practical and reassuring exordium, it appeared, had sunk her into new perplexities. With Virginia in the lead, carrying the oil lamp, they went single file up the stairs, on tiptoe, so as not to wake the baby, whose six o’clock feeding was less than an hour off. In the upstairs hall Domna suddenly detained John. “Responsibility,” she whispered, “what does it mean, we accept responsibility for Henry? Does it mean we underwrite him for one year, or are we stuck for life?” Her candle trembled as she laughed, rather nervously. “For one year, I should think,” said John. “And Communism,” she murmured, “do you still think that had nothing to do with it?” In the darkness, he looked at her rather oddly, with a wry twist of the long jaw, but she could not see this; the flame of her candle lit up only her own face. “No,” he said, stolidly, in his ordinary speaking voice. He gripped her arm and drew her toward him till he could kiss her, dryly, on the forehead. “Sleep well,” he adjured, with a curious creak in his voice. “The sleep of the just.”


  CHAPTER X


  Mulcahy Finds a Disciple


  


  HENRY MULCAHY’s contract was renewed late in February. He at once let it be known that he signed under pressure; the new contract contained no provision for the rise in salary to which length of service now entitled him. But faculty opinion, as he probed it, was neutral for once on a salary question. Nobody denied the facts, but nobody seemed anxious to act on them. There seemed to be a movement to flee from the subject, as from an embarrassing connection, even while it was being admitted that, yes, there was a certain “hardship,” as if the admission wholly relieved the speaker of the need of doing anything about it. Of all those who assured him, with an air of expert knowledge, that he had better settle down and forget it, nobody volunteered to tell him how he was going to support six people on thirty-two hundred a year. The common prescription was that he should try “creative” writing—with four children in the house!—even his wife, Cathy, subscribed to this vulgar success-dream and kept urging him to enter a contest sponsored by an influential quarterly for the best long short story by a person in academic life. To be told to write for money was the final insult to his talent and to a lifetime of sacrifice to an anti-commercial ideal. The very suggestion informed him that there was a new and subtle influence at work against him on the campus. He knew where it came from—Miss Domna Rejnev, who went about murmurously confessing that she had just sold some of her wretched mannerist verse to that same influential quarterly and advising everybody else to seek publication, like a woman in an advertisement who has found satisfaction in the use of Pond’s cold cream.


  And it was this modest young lady who was daring to gibe at him to her classes under the pretense of deploring what she called the “scholasticism” of contemporary criticism, the egoism of the modern artist-figure; he recognized her characteristic touch in the phrase that he began to hear parroted by the students: “the theophany of modern literature,” ecod! She flushed whenever she saw him, and with good reason, for she could not face the plain fact that he and Cathy had dropped her; to hide this from her following, she always pretended to be concerned and friendly, asking about the children and threatening to “look in” on Cathy, “when she had a moment to spare.” She held her head very high these days, as though her pretty ears were burning; she ought to have known that to break with him and join the herd of success-mongers and philistines was going to be a risky play.


  He watched her strolling about the campus with Bentkoop and Milton Kantorowitz, the painter, holding an arm of each and looking up earnestly into their faces, the square Dutch head and narrow, long-nosed Jewish one making, as the students said, an interesting pictorial composition, and he smiled to think that Domna regarded the two melancholy men as bucklers of invincibility, a very foolish illusion, since Bentkoop, according to his wife, was thinking of leaving Jocelyn to study for holy orders, and Kantorowitz was a learned simpleton like all painters and had no understanding whatever of the verbal disciplines and their problems and was more likely to embarrass Domna than to help her in a literary crisis.


  And that, Mulcahy assured himself, was what was on the cards. Domna had made a cardinal error in using an attack on modern literature to strike at him through the students. True, the immediate trend on the campus might seem to justify her conduct. There was a moment in the spring when the whole Jocelyn sideshow seemed to be boarding the gravy train, on to fatter triumphs of platitude and mediocrity. Dr. Hoar won an award in the field of human relations and was presented with a scroll by a United Nations luminary at a little ceremony in the chapel. Warren Austin, through an emissary, consented to speak at Commencement, and the creator of Li’l Abner was to be made a Doctor of Letters. Aristide (the Just) Poncy copped a Fulbright to lecture on Amiel in Lebanon and promptly rented his house to a grateful Mr. Mahmoud Ali Jones, whose contract, as if by jinn-magic, found itself renewed. Considine Van Tour, at the age of forty, announced his engagement to a widow with a fortune of twenty thousand a year, whom he had met at a writer’s conference in Iowa during the previous summer. Grünthal, of Psychology, got a grant from the Rockefeller Foundation for a study of the learning process, and his students were posted in every class, like Pinkerton men in a museum, observing and making assayments of the retention of auditory material. One of Furness’ long-tressed Ritas was promised a movie-test, and her father was reciprocating Furness’ introduction to an agent by a gift of a thousand dollars to finance a poetry conference, to be held in the chapel in April, with a panel of ten poets; already, of course, there was great rivalry over where they were to stay, who was to give the dinner for them, who cocktails, and so on. Yet this very poetry conference, at which Domna was expecting to scintillate, was going to teach her a little lesson in the workings of retribution—as her friend, Bentkoop, might have told her, you cannot serve God and Mammon, and she had had her first inklings of this truth at a recent departmental meeting when the committee for the conference was selected and her name was wonderfully not included.


  Mulcahy himself took no credit for this stroke; he owed it to his protégé, young Ellison, an extraordinary poet in his own right, with a firm sense of true values, and no sentimental hesitations in making them operative. The boy’s doll-like exterior, pink cheeks, Episcopal-school manner and pale, hoarse voice were belying; he had a center of iron and absolute professional integrity. Domna, who contemptuously described him as a neo-traditionalist ultra, showed her own incapacity for assessing the true direction of the modern movement as well as a pitiable lack of judgment in selecting one’s adversary. The real enemies of the future of poetry, as Mulcahy could have told her, were the sentimental progressives, like Consy Van Tour, with his flaccid, prosy devotions to K.A.P., Hemingway, Lardner, Saroyan, and the bristling methodistical moralists, like Alma Fortune, who, following Leavis and the Cambridge school, pretended to see in a man’s style glaring revelations of his personal faults and evasions, the public health inspectors placarding Finnegans Wake and the late James as diseased—these were the trough-wallowers and the trimmers, whom Domna chose to rally with in today’s crisis in contemporary art. The rediscovery of George Eliot, indeed! As he laughingly remarked to Ellison, who’s traditionalist now?


  It was Ellison, all honor to him, who had foreseen from the start the importance of keeping her off the committee and the ease with which this could be maneuvered, merely by conciliating Furness, who held the purse-strings and cared for nothing but that he should be allowed to put up two or three of the more réclames poets and give the official party for the conference in his handsome, dark-beamed, long living room. A few walks with Ellison, in his bohemian sweat-shirt and sneakers, and Furness was reluctantly able to see that to put Domna on the committee would make the wrong impression on the poets, who were surfeited with Radcliffe misses and faded libertarian poses. There was no fear in the boy and no truckling to convention. “Her verse isn’t taken seriously,” Mulcahy heard him explain to Furness, within Domna’s hearing, as if he were calmly citing some incontrovertible natural fact, and when Mulcahy poked him, he let his eyes rest square on her, coolly and neutrally, while continuing his exposition. All this, admittedly, excited Mulcahy very much; he felt something remarkable in this friendship, which reminded him, in some of its reversals, of the friendship of Verlaine and Rimbaud. Though he knew himself to be the boy’s intellectual superior, both in age and attainments, he often felt like his pupil in the ordinary affairs of life. Ellison seemed to have achieved, through youth and singlemindedness, a dizzying simplification; he did not recognize the existence of obstacles felt to be palpable by timid and second-rate people. The fact that he was not liked in the department neither grieved nor interested him; he saw that the voting strength was divided three to two against himself and Mulcahy, with Furness as the pivotal figure, and he treated Furness frankly for what he was—a pivot—making no attempt at friendship and merely assuming, at certain critical junctures, that Furness would want to be told how to vote. And simply by virtue of this assumption, his sway over Furness was near-absolute. He did not forget, either, that Domna had only half a vote, which seemed to him, in fact, her primary characteristic; he did not, like Mulcahy, worry over what she might think or do if she “caught on” to what was being planned against her. “She has only half a vote,” he replied tranquilly, whenever such conjectures were broached.


  This foresight and lucidity made a great impression on Mulcahy, who watched with respect while the department voted, unanimously, on Ellison’s suggestion, for a committee of two. Ellison was then elected, without a single dissent, and immediately nominated Mulcahy to serve with him. This was the ticklish moment; Van Tour, with an aggrieved expression, nominated Domna; Furness, looking uneasy, proposed a secret ballot. When the votes were counted, Mulcahy had won easily—there were only two counters against him, Van Tour’s and Alma’s, as he ascertained from the wastebasket; it had been an unnecessary precaution to vote for himself. Irrationally—for it had all gone according to schedule—he felt a little ashamed and supinely gave in to Furness, who also appeared to have qualms and truculently insisted that Domna should be invited to chair the important afternoon session—a quite unnecessary concession, as Ellison remarked later to Cathy, who was in full agreement.


  What fascinated Mulcahy about Ellison’s attitude toward Domna was the fact that it was completely literary and devoid of personal ill-feeling. He simply paid her no heed in extra-poetic connections, as if she were a superfluous quantity. So he treated all people who bored him and most general ideas. To people and ideas his adaptation was functional, as to food, drink, and clothing. He used only what was necessary to his immediate purpose, and his life, in Mulcahy’s eyes, in comparison to his own, had a wonderful spare, stripped beauty, like that of a Mondrian painting. When he came to the house in the evening, he brought his own bottle with him, which he placed on the floor beside him; he accepted a glass from Cathy and refilled it till the bottle was gone. He was fond of charades and singing. He made Cathy take up her music again, so that she could sing to him in the evenings. He liked to have Henry read Joyce to him, for the rhythms and vocabulary, he explained, though Joyce did not interest him as an author: his work was too naturalistic. He ate very little and often drank himself stiff—the legend put about by the students, that he wore nothing under his outer clothing, was correct, Mulcahy found, when he put him to bed on the sofa.


  For his friends, he was full of energy and a multiplicity of plans. He discouraged Cathy from cutting her hair, in imitation of Domna, but counseled instead a permanent and large, regular old-fashioned waves, like those shown in the old Nestlé advertisements or in Morris Hirshfield’s women. One evening, he brought a shawl with him, which he said he had stolen off a piano; she put it on and danced while he blew on a mouth-organ which he produced from his dungarees’ pocket. It was he who got her to write poetry again and advised her not to show it to Henry, lest she be thought to be influenced by him. He promised to send it to Furioso, which had published some of his own verse, as soon as she accumulated enough and urged her meanwhile to write constantly, at every hour of the day, to develop that first verbal facility; he had her read Pope and Dante and listen to Caruso’s records. Encouraged, Cathy wrote steadily, on the backs of the children’s drawings, of laundry lists and achievement sheets; it was her fancy to stylize herself as a naïve or housewife poet, in the style of Grandma Moses—a shrewd idea, commended Ellison, and suggested she try Partisan Review, with an eye to being picked up by Life.


  Mulcahy was not offended by these managerial gestures toward his wife. He recognized in them the creative impulse, the longing of every poet-Pygmalion to make his own Galatea; in Cathy’s milk-white skin he too could feel a temptation that was not of Eros but of Apollo. It pleased him, moreover, that his wife had decided to challenge Domna on her own ground. He himself, thus far at any rate, had been unable to muster Ellison’s objectivity; he was hurt by Domna’s covert attacks and mistrustful of the spread of her influence. Hearing of parties she had given, which he ought to have been asked to for form’s sake, he was heartened by Cathy’s successes with a growing circle of admirers. Thanks to Ellison, the news of Cathy’s poetry was spreading, and many people who had never been privileged to hear a line of it described it to each other in detail; the little house on the hill was rapidly becoming a center of literary and artistic pronouncements, for Cathy had the Irishwoman’s gift for pithy and prophetic utterance; her decrees began to be quoted, like the manifestoes in the latest little magazines in the library. Her admirers included Furness, who made a point of dropping in, offhandedly, to settle his little score with Domna, and to whom Cathy, in her whimsical femininity, had suddenly taken a fancy. The turn of fate which had brought him into the Mulcahys’ orbit while Domna plummeted into ignominy appealed, obviously, to his Proustian sense of pattern; Furness adored, as he frankly confessed, reversals and sudden shifts of fashion—the life of a small college charmed him as a microcosm of high society.


  He laid his cards lightly on the table, with a disarming emptying of the sleeve; Mulcahy, nevertheless, could not be persuaded quite to trust him, and Cathy’s cry, “But of course one can’t trust him, that’s the whole beauty of him,” was too Jamesian an accolade for his taste. It struck on his ears rather falsely, with a timbre of luxury and idleness, suggestive of a leisure-class life which could afford to collect people as objects—a far cry from the realities of Jocelyn. “He doesn’t matter,” said Ellison, expressing a truer view. To Ellison, it was of no importance that Furness still seemed to have a soft spot for Domna, despite everything Cathy had told him of how the girl used to malign him behind his back. Beyond a certain point, Furness did not care to hear her decried, and it amused him even to try to play the peacemaker between her and the Mulcahys. “We must all make friends before the poetry conference,” he announced sentimentally, throwing his arms around the Mulcahys, and he was threatening to give a pre-conference party at which everybody should pair off with his worst enemy. “That would be rather difficult,” observed Cathy, “since Domna has so many. For once, she would get her wish and have all the men to herself.” Furness laughed pacifically. “I will cede my place to Henry,” he said. What was behind this, Mulcahy suspected, aside from general perversity, was Howard’s indefatigable curiosity. He could not find out the reason for the coolness between the Mulcahys and Domna and naturally itched to know, since it would surely be discreditable to somebody. Mulcahy himself had stood firm; he did not propose to tell a story that would damn Domna forever with people of feeling—after all, she had once been his friend and he did not wish to provoke her into denials that would only make her uglier. That she had doubted him, unwarrantedly and without a second’s hesitation, was shameful, apparently, in retrospect, even to herself, for she had not said boo to anybody, so far as he knew, about that revealing evening and chose, rather, to hide her guilt in sallies against the modern movement and its “unholy alliance” with tradition, which meant, of course, in plain English the friendship between Ellison and himself. Everything he heard of her from the students inclined him to think that she had gone a little mad, as people will, on occasion, when they find that they have been seen in their true colors—one curious sign of this was the fact that she still refused to have anything to do with Furness, as though in her own occluded mind she inflexibly declined to admit a changed situation. She was adhering, that is, to the past, to a time prior to that fatal dinner, and this in its turn cast an interesting sidelight on her violent thrusts against the modern: what she hated about the modern was her own refusal to face the present.


  All this, of course, gave grounds for pity, and he would have pitied her wholly, if she had not been dangerous. It was unfortunate that he himself, in an unpardonable fit of rashness, had given her weapons with which she could do harm. He had not yet heard of any direct charges linking himself with the Communist party, but he lived in quiet expectation of the inevitable anonymous letter posted to the local authorities. It was distasteful to him to have to ascribe such potentialities to her, even in self-protection, but history, alas, had shown to what lengths an hysterical anti-Communism, combining with a personal grudge, could carry an unbalanced woman who had a score to settle with herself. She had no corroborative evidence, naturally, which our legal system still weakly asked to see, and her own unsupported statement that he had “confessed” membership to her would not carry much weight with impartial minds, but who in these days was impartial or even wished to be? Luckily, whatever currency the tale had gained on the campus could be shown to be traceable to Domna, and to her alone—it had been his good angel, he now saw, that had guided his reluctant hand when he had agreed to let her assume full charge of his destiny. He could not be made responsible for her fabrications on his behalf, however well meant they were—so any sane person would admit—and the fact that she had no backing from him, in this matter of the “confession,” ought to have warned sensible people against giving her too much credence. He was too honest, of course, to deny to himself that the inspiration for the story had come from him, but who would have thought that the crazy girl would make so much of so little? She had apparently had a real wish to believe him a Communist, to take him au pied de la lettre when he had spoken metaphorically—a foreshadowing, had he but guessed it, of her later attitude toward him, which was one of cold-hearted crimination.


  How weirdly irresponsible this was could be judged by a comparison with Furness. Furness, for all his malice, was a man of the world who used reasonable prudence in his estimates of other human beings. If he was no knight errant, on the one hand, he was no credulous clown on the other. It was plain that he had taken Domna’s wild stories of Party membership with the requisite grain of salt, which was the thing that perhaps, even now, she could not bring herself to forgive him. Indeed, even to Mulcahy’s mind, he rather overstepped the bounds of what was permissible in jocular allusions to the “thirteenth floor,” “Gospodin Mulcahy,” and so on. What Mulcahy found tiresome about this was the assumption, so characteristic of Furness, that we are all a parcel of rogues and confidence-men; he seemed to regard Mulcahy as Domna’s confederate in a hoax on the college’s credulity. His wised-up air was as irritating, though not of course so dangerous, as Domna’s exaggerations. His little store of worldly knowledge had made him overweening and captious: he knew just enough to know that Mulcahy was not Party timber and not enough to see that Domna was but the latest of a long series of persons who, for good or bad reasons, had chosen to think otherwise. Since the idea of Mulcahy as a Communist was fantastically comic to his mind, it diverted him, evidently, to regard it as Mulcahy’s own fantastic invention, but for Mulcahy, who had suffered because of this mistaken idea, the joke was not funny and did not gain by repetition. It stung him to see that Furness had so little appreciation of his life—the supposition that he might have been a Communist was not so far-fetched as all that. To be told that we would be ludicrous in any life-role, even an uncongenial one, is an insult to our sense of human possibility.


  The first premonitory signs of Furness’ treachery came to light late in March, along with the skunk-cabbages in the damp places and the first bouquet of spring beauties brought by Alma Fortune to the department office. The whole campus was, as usual, unsettled by the vernal influence and the prospect of Easter vacation: hitherto well-satisfied students came before the department wanting to change their major or their tutor and were dissuaded with the greatest difficulty; roommates broke up; love-affairs were blighted; girls wept in the washroom; Miss Rejnev’s Russian literature class sent her a petition that they had had enough of Dostoievsky. But it was the coming poetry conference that provided a focus for the general restlessness and disaffection. From nowhere and everywhere, all at once, came the cry that this affair—the first of its kind ever to be held at Jocelyn—be run on democratic principles. The campus, suddenly, was seething with rumors of a “loaded” panel; it was said that Mulcahy and Ellison were planning to use the symposium for an attack on contemporary verse, on formlessness, on “pure” poetry, on “impure,” i.e., paraphrasable, poetry, on the idea of progress, on progressive education. Conflicting stories circulated, but every story run down by Mulcahy agreed on two prime assumptions: (a) that the conference would not be representative and (b) that it would be the scene of an attack.


  At first blush, these rumors and spiteful charges seemed merely amusing, as illustrating the perennial tendency of philistia to suspect what it does not understand, but as they grew in volume to a regular chorus of detraction, Mulcahy felt his smile becoming thinner and anxious. He was tired of denying the weary old lies that were carried to him by his students from every corner of the campus. It was all very well for Ellison and Cathy to advise him to pay them no attention; his nature, unfortunately, thanks to long ill-usage, had become a gallèd jade that chafed at the needless and quivered to the goad of baseness. The number and variety of these stories made him fear, moreover, that there was more than one force at work against him in the college. As with all symposia and anthologies, criticism fastened on omissions. It was claimed that certain allegedly leading figures had not been invited: Dr. Williams, W. H. Auden, Cummings, Yvor Winters. Humbugs like Mr. Mahmoud Ali Jones were expressing the gravest diplomatic concern over the affront to Mr. Robert Hillyer, as though the slight to his poetic gift were an international incident capable of world-wide repercussions.


  But more disturbing than these manifestations from the extreme right was a notice posted one night on the bulletin-board by somebody unknown—WHERE ARE THE POETS OF THE MASSES?—lettered in crude red ink. Mulcahy, hurrying into the store to find Ellison, discovered the room buzzing with it. It was a student prank, perhaps, as some of the old guard tried to assure him, but he could not help but suspect something uglier and more personal behind it. And he was not alone in thinking that there was a faculty hand involved. Fraenkel of Social Sciences was explaining, in his usual dry-as-dust way, that the student body this year conformed to a national trend observed in a New York Times survey in being conspicuously a-political; hence he did not think, and so on, meticulously, ad infinitum, while Consy Van Tour, giggling, pointed out that the word, where, was spelled correctly, which proved faculty assistance. Mulcahy, not finding Ellison and spotting Domna and Kantorowitz and Bentkoop in one corner with their heads together, as usual, turning in concert to survey him, was on the verge of leaving in some alarm and dubitation when Furness appeared, a large frown writ on his forehead, and called a department meeting.


  “I don’t like this, Hen,” he announced, when the flock was gathered in his office. He had just been seeing Maynard and had carried away with him, apparently, something of Maynard’s fussy severity. “Maynard tells me the whole campus is in turmoil over this poetry conference. We can’t seem to find out who posted that notice, but the wildest stories are going around about some coup you boys are supposed to be planning. What’s up, anyway?” A note of pugnacious cajolery edged into his voice. “Let Uncle Howard in on the plot.” To Mulcahy’s surprise, everybody was looking at him, tensely, almost accusingly, except Ellie Ellison, who was leafing through a volume of Apollinaire that he had selected from Furness’ bookshelves. “Yes,” reinforced Van Tour, full of breathless righteousness. “Where are the poets of the masses? That strikes me as a very good question.”


  Faced with all those eyes, gleaming on him expectantly, Mulcahy reacted with laughter. “Am I on trial?” he demanded. “What are you accusing me of?” Furness scraped his clean jaw and glanced, as if for succor, at Alma, who at once took charge of what was apparently to be an inquisition. “We’ve been told,” she declared forthrightly, “that the conference is going to be rigged. A certain elderly poet is going to be asked here, to be attacked by his juniors and by certain members of our faculty. The same treatment, we hear, is to be accorded a well-known foreign poet who is a guest of this country. The panel is being organized to exclude all contemporary tendencies except those of the attackers and of those under attack. A manifesto for a new kind of verse, calling itself the Mythic, is supposed to be drawn up, if all goes according to plan. One of our own members is also to be under fire and to be censured, poetically, from the podium. We’ve all heard this and don’t wish to believe it, but there it is. The students who tell us these things are resentful also, evidently, of a conference that isn’t fairly representative of the leading tendencies in verse and of a symposium that will reach conclusions already prearranged. That, I presume, is the meaning of the placard we all saw this morning, if it is not simply a joke at the expense of Jocelyn and of the department.”


  Her leathery face flushed; her jaw clamped shut suddenly. All eyes turned again to Mulcahy, who in his just shock and fury thought for a moment that he would not deign to answer such trumpery charges, but Furness’ blue eye gave him a look like a nudge, which he interpreted as an encouragement to turn the tables on his accusers. “You hear these things from the students, Alma?” he said gently. “It surprises me that you believe them unless there’s a prior wish in you to take me at a very low valuation. I understand all too well the mechanism that makes this possible. You defended me once in a crisis and now you fear that I may not have been worth defending, so that you take at their face value the first ugly stories you hear that seem to corroborate this little fear. In a word, you now feel responsible for me, all of you good people, and there’s no richer soil for mistrust than an awareness of responsibility.” He smiled. “Didn’t it occur to you to doubt the veracity, I won’t say of the students, but of those who fed them this rubbish to regurgitate back to you?”


  Domna suddenly spoke out. “Henry,” she said boldly, “the one who fed them this rubbish is you. We have it from students who heard the plan for the conference from your own lips, in confidence. We did not seek this information. It was brought to us by students who felt that what you were planning was not fair to the poets and a bad thing for the college. They felt someone should be warned.” Henry moistened his lips. “How many students?” he demanded, quickly, to catch her off her balance. Domna’s eyes calculated. “Three,” she replied, obviously lying—he set it down at two. He himself made a rapid calculation. “I would like to be confronted with the students who so valiantly abused my confidence.” He sat back in his chair, smiling, arms folded; a disobedient muscle twitching in his soft cheek.


  Furness shook his head. “No,” he remonstrated. “Nix on that stuff, Hen. Come off it. There’s no accusation. The department’s merely asking you to take it into your confidence. A report from the conference committee. What has it got up its sleeve?” The pleading note had come into his voice again, a strange raucous sound, like that of an itinerant hand-organ. Ellie Ellison looked up. “If you wish to know who posted the placard—if that is what this meeting is about—I can tell you. I did.” Everybody swung around to stare at him, Mulcahy along with the others. At the boy’s self-possessed words, he felt tears of relief and admiration well into his eyes. “Why?” demanded Alma, shrilly. “I think it’s outrageous,” said Considine. There was a babel of curiosity and reproach. But Furness’ white teeth flashed in a smile of complaisant understanding; his love of mystifications was fired. “It seemed an appropriate device,” explained Ellison, “for stirring up interest in the conference. There can be no proper debate if the passions are not roused. You mistake what Hen and I have been doing, sowing fear and anticipation among the students. They’re being taught to take poetry seriously, like a baseball game.” His look lightly dropped on Domna. “Choosing up sides. It’s the only way to run these things, to give them the quality of a mythic contest. We intend, by all means, to have a poet of the masses, if only for our private scapegoat. But first it seemed advisable to create a demand for him. I should not wish to be held responsible for inviting one for poetic reasons; they all write so badly that they can be interesting only as specimens, embodiments of a class myth.” His tone was matter-of-fact and serious; he looked startled when Furness laughed. He drew a paper from his hip-pocket and handed it to Furness. “Here’s the invitation list,” he said and looked on, detachedly, while the department gathered round and peered over Furness’ shoulder. There were four or five well-known names followed by five or six others, belonging, for the most part, to friends of his, whom Van Tour and Alma had never heard of. “That is the most important poet writing today,” he remarked, casually, pointing to one of them. “This is the greatest poetic talent, which may or may not realize itself.” His forefinger tapped a third name. “That’s the poet of the masses. Like so many of his inspiration, he lives out West, in Carmel, but I think we shall be able to get him if we simply pay his bus fare.” He folded the list and put it back in his pocket.


  Mulcahy eyed him with trepidation. He was conscious of being out of touch himself with contemporary poetry, owing to the perplexing fact which often troubled him in his friendly relations with Ellison: most “new” poets were hostile to Joyce’s work. Even in Eliot’s recognition, duly paid out like a tithe, he sensed something official and perfunctory, cautiously charitable and concessive. The true attitude of Eliot, he suspected, was manifest in his disciples, who in all their voluminous New Criticism had given Joyce scarcely a word of exegesis. Auden could shed a tear on the grave of James at Mount Auburn; a whole band of singers could hymn the dead Fitzgerald; but where was the Lycidas for the blind minstrel who was the greatest voice of all of them? The pipes of Ransom were silent and the reed of Tate was hollow. The envious neglect of the “new” poets had embittered him against their verses, perhaps unjustly so, for he could see in Ellison’s new poem, for example—an experiment with a modern epic form, based on the heroic couplet, but relying on assonance and a syllabic line—unmistakable evidence of the influence of Ulysses, whatever Ellison himself might choose to say about it. The poem dealt with the life of Jocelyn in a mythic semblance, using the plot of the Epigones, that is, of the Seven who came after the Seven, and the structure of the whole was that of a series of Epicycloids arranged around a fixed circle. Mulcahy, who was going to figure as Adrastus, was enchanted with the conception of the poem and with the few lines he had heard of it—a thing which had made him trust more willingly to Ellison’s judgments of his contemporaries in drawing up the list for the conference. Between them, they had elected to give an interesting version of the pocket-veto to certain stuffy figures whom the department had insisted on inviting: Ellison had disposed of them with his usual economy by deciding not to write to them at all, but Mulcahy had had a safer idea—he had written without mentioning any honorarium, which had achieved the desired effect in all but one instance, where the poet had accepted with joy, not even inquiring about the railroad fare, and had sent on several of his records as a gift to the college library.


  Yet now, in the presence of the department, Mulcahy experienced misgivings. Would the department swallow these poets, whom, to tell the truth, he himself had boggled at somewhat until Ellison had reassured him? He cast a curious look at Domna and at Furness, who appeared to be struggling with what he could not help but recognize as a desire to laugh. “Herbert,” said Furness, in a muffled voice, “the purpose of this conference is not to emulate Columbus. We need a few of the old landmarks—you know, Stevens, Dr. Williams, Miss Moore—to give the students their bearings.” Domna gave a delighted laugh. It was plain to Mulcahy that he and Ellison had erred, since she did not seem at all offended but truly and spontaneously amused. “The list,” she cried, “is perfect to be buried in a time-capsule. In twenty years, we will dig it up and find whether the promise has been fulfilled.” Ellison regarded her calmly. “You find bliss in your ignorance,” he stated, like one making a scientific discovery. Domna opened her mouth sharply to answer, but on a sudden placatory impulse Mulcahy intervened. “Who would you like to ask, Domna?” he queried, with an anxious, appealing smile. “Have we overlooked somebody whom you think important?” Furness’ smooth jaw dropped; he stared; everybody’s gaze followed his to Domna, who looked nonplussed and yet touched.


  “My private opinion,” she said finally, “has no special right to be considered. There is always injustice when a conference claims to be representative—any tendency that exists, if only in one person, can demand a right to be heard. My real criticism of this list—please excuse me—is that it seems to be based on an expectation of cruelty in its confrontations. You have listed several pale, respectable old men, with a long history of publication, one man in middle life whose poetic reputation is in eclipse, and four or five fledglings who have published very little and are noted principally for a critical intransigency. What do you expect to happen? Those young men will tear their elders to pieces, to the joy of the student-body, and the older men will not retaliate because they are disarmed by their success and will not stoop to in-fighting with puny adversaries, who have no body of work to put at stake. You’re planning a Roman holiday, for what motives I can’t imagine, unless you expect publicity. And how is it you ask no women? Do you think that a sentiment of chivalry might be a deterrent to blood-thirst?”


  “But it’s those pale respectable old men who have everything their own way in poetry,” protested Mulcahy, aggrieved. “Nonsense,” said Domna. “Every one of those old men lives in terror of some youthful thug who plays bodyguard to him and dictates whom and what he shall endorse. What you’re doing is asking them to come here without their customary protection—the poor things, it’s pathetic—to face a gang of hoodlums. You must show a certain piety by inviting the usual flappers and buffers: the poets of the middle ground.”


  “What an appraisal of the poetic situation,” murmured Ellison. Domna flared up. “The trouble with the poetic situation,” she said, “is that it has become organized, like the Skull and Bones society, on the lines of mutual assistance, not to let the fellow-member down. With the advent of the new criticism to America, we’ve learned to become ‘readers’ of poetry and lost our critical standards. During the past fifteen years, criticism within the fold has been reduced to a minimum. On the other hand, no poet of any real merit has been excluded from the fold, so that complaints appear unjustified. You and your friends”—she turned to Ellison—“are too impatient. You want to make a putsch for the sake of tighter control, more daring methods of promotion, but violence is unnecessary. Time will bring you power.”


  “Is she accusing me of being a fascist?” said Ellison, speaking to the room at large. There was no answer. Furness coughed. “Why don’t you make a practical suggestion, Domna?” But Domna suddenly turned obstinate. “The omissions are obvious,” she declared. “You have a wide choice—Tate, Ransom, Miss Moore, Empson, Jarrell, Shapiro, Auden, Winters, Roethke, Lowell, Miss Bishop. Who am I to say?” At the mention of these names, Ellison shuddered and directed his gaze out the window. With the defection of the two poets, Furness stepped into the breach and made two or three recommendations. The meeting adjourned.


  Henry caught up with Domna as she was passing through the swinging doors into the other part of the building. He touched her on the sleeve. “Domna,” he said, “I don’t want you to misunderstand Herbert. He meant nothing personal, I promise you. You and he are not really far apart; the very things you said this afternoon I’ve had him tell me a dozen times. It’s the old business of the ins and the outs. He’s a natural out like you and me and deeply fears any compromise. This makes him standoffish and touchy, just like you.” Domna shook her head. “No,” she insisted. “Not like me. I’m not a natural out.” He swung into step beside her as she started across the campus. “Domna,” he said, suddenly, “who was behind that meeting?” Domna’s face froze; the faint, musing smile died on her lips. He felt her stiffen as he took her arm. “Was it Furness?” he asked. Domna shook her head. “Or Alma?” he prompted, more softly. “No,” she cried. “It was all of us, the whole department.”


  Henry smiled. “Dear Domna, I was not born yesterday. There is always an initiator. Who spoke first? I think I have a right to know.” “We all did,” she reiterated. Henry laughed aloud. “I can find out very easily, you know, but let’s try guessing and you will tell me if I hit it right the first time.” He held up his bare hand and began to count on the plump, shortish fingers, as though playing with a child. Domna continued to shake her head, but he could see that she was curious to know whether he guessed right. “We’ll eliminate poor old Consy,” he said. “He bears no grudges and knows nothing about poetry. If it had been a short story conference, we might have expected him to fight. You?” He scrutinized her carefully, down to her narrow fine-leather shoes. “No. I think not. If it had been you, you would have said so, out of sheer incontinence. It is Furness, then, or Alma. Which one? On the whole, I think Alma. A little bird has been telling me that Alma is angry with me. Somebody has put it into her head that I am ‘angling’ for her job and trying to push her into leaving Jocelyn.” Domna flushed, uncontrollably. “Just ask her,” he went on, “whether she remembers the morning when I pleaded with her not to go through with her resignation. Now, naturally, it’s too late and she has only herself to blame if she can’t find another position. I’ve done all I could, God knows, written stacks of letters for her, but nobody seems to want her. Let’s say, then, I guess Alma. Do you deny it?” “No,” said Domna, stopping in her tracks and whirling on him. “I don’t deny it or assert it. You have no right to ask such things.” She hesitated. “But if you’re going to suspect Alma, I’ll tell you. You’re wrong. It was me.” Henry gave a pitying laugh. “Dear Domna, don’t you think I know that you and I have no students in common? If a student betrayed my confidence to a teacher, it could not have been to you. You gave yourselves away when you told me you had student sources. The others were too canny to do that. It was you who made the slip.”


  Domna drew a long breath. “As it happens,” she announced, “you’re wrong. We do have a student in common, but it was not that student who told me. I beg you, leave this thing alone. Nobody meant you any harm; we were merely thinking of the college and of the unfortunate effect on the students of a débâcle at the poetry conference. If Ellison was planning some outrage, we owe you a debt of gratitude for telling your students about it. There was no intent to injure you, only a public solicitude which was possibly exaggerated. You must not harbor vindictive feelings against anyone, including your students, who acted also for what they thought was the best.”


  Henry squeezed her arm. “I don’t harbor them against you, Domna,” he said cheerily. “I congratulate you for a valiant attempt to shield your friend, Alma.” He doffed his old gray hat to her and turned quickly back on his steps. In the Administration Building, in the registrar’s office, he found the class-file he was looking for. “Miss Rejnev, Oral French, Sheila McKay (transfer),” he noted and hurriedly slipped the card back.


  CHAPTER XI


  What Would Tolstoy Say?


  


  DOMNA, WHEN Henry had left her, turned on a guilty impulse sharply to her right and made for Linden Hall, where Alma had her apartment. She was going to confess to Alma the thing she had just done and purge her soul of the falsity in which Mulcahy had left her. It seemed to her that she had committed a very unfriendly act: the embarrassing truth was that it had been she, just as she had said, who had first alarmed the department with the prattle of Mulcahy’s student, the pale, anxious, little McKay girl, who had recently attached herself to her, hanging about after French class, waiting to walk with her to the post-office and confiding to her all the worries and scruples of an over-conscientious nature.


  The burden of this conventional child’s avowal was that she was afraid of Dr. Mulcahy, who was making her read Ulysses, which shocked her, pumping her about her other teachers, filling her up with all sorts of menacing theories about the artist as arch-conspirator, demanding that she and her friends baby-sit free of charge and do all sorts of menial work for Mrs. Mulcahy, who spent a great deal of time at the hairdresser’s or in her bedroom, lying down, writing poetry. According to this wide-eyed Sheila, some of the boys in her circle were “slaves” to Dr. Mulcahy: he was coaching them to play a disruptive part at the poetry conference and running them ragged in his household so that they had no time to study and were finding themselves conditioned in all their courses but his. This gush of confidence imparted twice a week had in it something of awe and pristine wonder that had tempted Miss Rejnev to listen to it, at first, from a sense of intellectual duty—to Sheila, Dr. Mulcahy was a phenomenon, like thunder, for which she sought an adult explanation that would restore tranquillity to her cosmos. And the child herself, in her timid way—as Domna, torn between amusement and solicitude, related to Alma and Considine—had been groping toward understanding while holding tight to the rail of analogy: the boys revolving around Mulcahy in charmed servitude, she breathlessly discovered, reminded her of the followers of Ulysses turned into swine by Circe’s spell. Hence, in a certain fashion, it was conceded, the experience of Mulcahy had been valuable to her, as the beginning of her mental life.


  One scene, however, described by Sheila, had made Domna and her colleagues very uncomfortable: an account of how Mulcahy, coming home one afternoon, had endeavored to make a boy confess to breaking a serving-dish which in fact he had not broken, sending him out of the room to “think it over,” and agreeing grandly to accept his apology when the boy remained uncommunicative. Such a scene, nevertheless, they all acknowledged, belonged, all too horribly, to the purlieus of private life; it was not the department’s business to regulate Mulcahy’s personal relations with his students nor to pry into the details of his hold on them. “They love him, Miss Rejnev,” Sheila explained simply, when asked why they stood for such treatment. “He flatters them, you mean,” sharply corrected Mrs. Fortune, who had been detailed to be present at this interview. And yet the two teachers, once the frightened girl was gone, had exchanged looks of bafflement—they believed in love and its inviolable sanctities. It was the same with Consy Van Tour’s excited report that he had seen Mulcahy borrow money from a student to pay for a huge bag of groceries in the village store, so heavy, affirmed Consy, that the student staggered as he carried it out to the car. This was not the department’s affair either—there was no college rule forbidding loans from students to faculty—and, for all anyone knew, this might have been an isolated instance. Such insights into Mulcahy’s personal life fell under the heading of gossip, and not only Domna, but her two friends and Aristide, to whom these stories were confided (eliciting an “Inouï!” and a bulging of the big, flat eyes), felt somewhat guilty for dwelling on them. Yet it seemed as if everything conspired, in this particular period, to bring to their attention damaging facts about Mulcahy, which rained on them like reproaches; and this concurred, very awkwardly, with a sudden coolness and haughtiness shown by Mulcahy to all of them, a coolness to which Domna held the clue, which she felt that, in all honor, she ought not to divulge. And the fact that she had not, despite greater and greater provocations—including a most damnable attempt to woo her favorite girl-student away from her—said a word to anybody but the Bentkoops of her unpleasant little discovery gave her, she was persuaded, a certain leeway in listening, not only to Sheila’s tales, but to the tales brought to her ears by every little bird on the campus.


  It would seem, she inwardly protested, that she had been singled out by fatality to learn the worst about Mulcahy, as though in punishment for her credulity. Hardly a day passed, she swore, but that some student tapped on her door, to complain that Dr. Mulcahy was not in his office for his tutorial and did she know where he was, or, if it were not a student, it was the librarian, asking if she would speak to Hen about sending in his reserve list on time. There was, as she knew, a natural explanation for these recurrences: it was supposed by the ignorant that she and Mulcahy were still friendly, and those who needed to complain of him had found, by experience, that it was pleasanter to do so through an intermediary. Hence, it had fallen to her lot to be, where Mulcahy was concerned, the bearer of bad tidings, which soured their relations still further. She had no doubt that he presumed that she was spying on him—a warrantable conclusion from the evidence. Therefore, as March had worn on, with its flurry of spring colds, leading to unavoidable absences, latenesses and so on, she had delegated the task of mediation to Alma, who at once fell under Henry’s displeasure, and at length to Aristide, who sped back and forth on his errands of conciliation, with the invisibility and discretion of Hermes, winging between mortals and Olympus. All these reprimands and reminders ought, of course, to have fallen to Furness to deliver, but a conspiracy of delicacy spared him, so that he alone of the original group was unaware of the real state of affairs and even supposed, as the three guiltily recognized from remarks of his casually thrown out, that Hen had finally buckled down to the job.


  And Domna and her two colleagues were unable to determine, reluctantly listening to Furness, what color their own affrighted imagination was lending to the picture of Hen’s delinquency. Was he worse, as it certainly seemed to them, or were they merely conscious, awkwardly, of certain features of his behavior which they had firmly overlooked in the past? And if he was better, if he was now “behaving himself,” as Furness lightly noted, then what must he have been in the past, when they had all so staunchly underwritten him? The very thought made their reason quake. And the fact that he had drawn away from them, that he sometimes indeed seemed positively unfriendly, as Consy declared, aghast, gave their investigations a certain posthumous character, as though, like Proust’s Marcel, they were tracking down infidelities of a lover dead and beyond the grasp of their reproaches.


  The stories they had inevitably begun to hear of the goings-on in the little house on the hill, of Cathy’s extravagances, of the close friendship with Ellison, made them, in fact, wonder whether this was the same Henry. “It doesn’t sound like the Henry I knew,” Alma kept repeating, as though her own Henry had strayed from her, like a household cat. And the two women, in particular, sometimes fell victims to the temptation of tracing the faults they now saw in Henry directly to Ellison’s influence and of dating Henry’s deterioration from the day he threw off their soft yoke. Hence, it was only natural that they should fasten on Sheila’s report of the deep-laid plans for the poetry conference as a pretext for bringing Henry to book, censuring the insufferable Ellison, and restoring order to the department under their benevolent tyranny; and they found no difficulty in enlisting the indignation of the gentle, public-spirited Consy, whose Writers’ Workshop students had told him enough already, he asserted, to freeze his balls blue.


  From this moment, they all three ceased to feel guilty and became animated by a spirit of public interest. Up to then, though greatly disturbed by the stories brought to them by Domna from Sheila, which were corroborated by their own canvassing among Mulcahy’s students, they had felt that reluctance to intervene that characterized them as true liberals. They were conscious of owing a duty to the students to protect them from the eccentricities of a teacher whom they themselves had sponsored, but they could not be sure how far this duty extended and where it conflicted with their duty to Mulcahy as a fellow-being with certain gifts and certain handicaps, for which due allowance must be made. There was also, they could not help but feel, a duty to themselves, a duty not to spy, not to be underhanded, not to encourage informers or welcome irresponsible gossip, but this duty, likewise, was in conflict with both the other two, for how were they to determine the limits of their responsibilities if they did not inform themselves precisely as to what was going on?


  But the poetry conference, they had all agreed, was an entirely different matter. They owed it to the college as a whole, to the poets, to the national cultural scene, not to permit Henry, led on by Ellison, to abuse a trust that had been voted to him by the Literature department. Only Domna, with her anarchistic sympathies, showed, at the last moment, a tendency to balk at the idea of a departmental confrontation or showdown, but the others had quickly overridden her. It would be better to seek safety in numbers, they argued; to send Aristide as their deputy with such a commission as this one would not be fair to Aristide. And when Domna, almost inaudibly, volunteered to go herself to Henry, she was grateful when the others cried her down. “You mustn’t think of it,” they exclaimed tenderly, gazing at the fragile girl. “Think what happened to Bentkoop.” For Bentkoop, it seemed, had ventured to remonstrate with Henry on some matter touching a student; and just the week before the amazing story began to circulate that John had tried to run down Mulcahy on the streets of Lancaster, a story that nobody believed but that everybody, Mulcahy’s enemies in particular, repeated for a few days for the fun of it—it was said to be attested by a student and there were a number of variants in currency: that it was not Mulcahy but Mrs. Mulcahy, that it was one of the children, that it was the other way around, that Mulcahy had tried to run down Bentkoop.


  Domna had given in, with a rueful backward glance at what Tolstoy would have thought of this performance; she was teaching Anna Karenina that week and had little doubt of his opinion. But she made no objection when it was decided to call in Furness, like the family doctor, of whom Tolstoy also disapproved. Yet when Furness was summoned and made privy to all their fears regarding the poetry conference, everybody, including Domna, experienced great relief. She had been wondering in secret whether they had not been making a mountain out of a molehill; but Furness listened to what they told him with a look of the gravest concern. To him, scandals were amusing only when they had become unavoidable, that is, after the fact; he anticipated them, so to speak, in retrospect.


  And the fact that he had had no knowledge of these rumors that were spreading of boding indignities to elderly poets seemed to convince him of the existence of an emergency. He left Alma’s apartment in a state of spruce discomposure and telephoned back, almost at once, to say that his own researches among the students confirmed what the three had told him. The campus was seething with gossip; it had even reached the village. Mulcahy, to judge by the evidence, had been colossally indiscreet, talking not only to his students, but telling every local tradesman and repairman, in confidence, of the strategies of the poetry conference, which figured now in the local mind as an event like Armageddon, to be followed by Judgment and the final separation of the sheep from the goats. “They’re counting on seeing it in television,” he observed with a despairing laugh. This, in itself, had a certain professorial charm, to which Furness’ wit automatically responded, as to anything apocryphal or fabulous; but as head of the department, he admitted, he could not indulge his own taste. He was obliged to call a halt and play the old fogey. A private summons to a department meeting was already in Domna’s possession when Ellison played into the hands of the enemy by posting that absurd notice.


  As Domna legged it up the worn stairs to Alma’s apartment, she was suddenly conscious, not only of a weakening of purpose, but of a wild, truant feeling of amusement and sympathy for the dreadful Mulcahy. “You know what Tolstoy would have said?” she demanded, bursting into the apartment. “He would have said we are all fools.” Alma came out of the kitchen in an apron, with her short, wiry hair tied up in a scarf. With her usual efficiency, she had already started cooking her supper. Seeing the single chop in the pan on the hot-plate, the frozen peas garishly bubbling in the copper saucepan beside it, the tray set with a woven straw mat, earthenware plate, large blue-green Mexican glass already filled with milk, Domna felt a light compunction toward the regularity of this woman’s life, so different from her own, which was ill-organized and haphazard like her moods. She herself, for example, could never have planned a series of hot menus around her solitude; she ate the same meal every night—an apple, some cheese, a roll, some salami—with the rare variation, after one of her aunt’s visits, of a can of cold borscht with sour cream and some pâté made by a Russian lady in New York. Even so, she had to force herself to do the dishes by deciding every night not to do them, which, as she pointed out to one of her tutees, was a homely illustration of Kierkegaardian freedom; by deciding not to do the dishes, she recovered her freedom to choose to do them. Her whole existence at Jocelyn had a transient and picnicky character, like that of a train trip on hard boards, in the European third class. The sizzling chop in Alma’s pan appalled her, as though it were a foretaste of eternity. It was Domna’s frailty, as a young and egoistic person, to experience in a heightened way a common subjective illusion, which was that her own life was free, determined only by voluntary choices, while the lives of other people around her were subject to harsh necessity. She was now under the impression that she pitied Alma very much, while in reality, on a sudden impulse, she somewhat scorned her.


  “Why would he say that, Domna?” said Alma, indulgently, taking out a bottle of wine and two old-fashioned glasses and pouring them both a drink. She clicked down the heat under the chop and gently pushed the girl into the sitting-room. “Oh,” said Domna, impatiently, tossing the wine in her glass, “we are all so concerned with trivialities—this ridiculous poetry conference; why are we excited about it?” Alma looked grave. “You know,” continued Domna, lightly, “I have a new obsession. All the time, these days, I say to myself, ‘What would Tolstoy think?’ And you know, one always knows. One does not have to call him up on the telephone.” She laughed. “It’s not at all the same with Dostoievsky. I don’t give a damn what he thinks.” Alma leaned forward. “Perhaps that’s because Dostoievsky is the greater artist,” she said seriously. “It’s all there, in the novels; there’s no injunction to action, no trailing moral imperatives, no direct preaching, as they used to say; the morality’s inseparable from the form.” Domna shook her head. “You are wrong. Tolstoy is the greater artist, even in style, which is not important. But Dostoievsky wrote badly. He was slipshod, like a journalist or a popular crime-novelist. ‘Pyotr Stepanovitch flew into the room.’ Not that it matters.” Alma flung up her hands. “Ah,” she laughingly cried, “I hear the terrible things you tell your students. That Dostoievsky is good only for comedy. You’re very reckless, Domna. You ought to be very sure you’re right.” Domna felt a temptation to get into a literary argument; but she checked herself, watching Alma as she arranged her dinner on the tray. “No, thank you,” she said. “Nothing for me.” She hesitated. “I came here to make you a confession,” she said, smiling. “But I don’t seem to be able to do it.”


  “A confession?” Alma’s face was troubled. “Yes,” said Domna, as if carelessly. “I’m afraid I’ve just done something rather awful.” “No!” exclaimed Alma, politely, but with a shade of uneasiness. “I don’t believe you could.” “Wait until you hear. Henry followed me just now, out of the meeting. He wanted me to tell him who was behind our démarche. I’m afraid I may have left him with the impression that it was you.” Alma gave a shrill cry of horror. “Domna!” she exclaimed. “I don’t believe you! How could you have done such a thing?” Domna dropped her eyes. “Purely from motives of self-protection, I’m afraid. The thing is that I don’t know whether I really did it or I didn’t.” Alma made a gesture of impatience; she dropped her fork on her plate with a loud clatter. “You see,” added Domna in a low voice. “I said it was I, after he said it was you. Taken together, this, I think, may have given the impression that I was lying in order to shield you.” She considered this formulation and quickly nodded. “Yes, I think that is right. I believe I may even have wanted to leave that impression. But, as I say, I am not sure. I find it quite impossible, I discover, to describe to you exactly what happened. My words become disobedient, like the vocal cords of a person who habitually sings off key. I thought I heard the truth for an instant; somewhere I think I can still hear it, very faintly, but it eludes me, like perfect pitch.” Her whole manner was peculiarly dégagé; she set her wine-glass down on the lowboy and began to button her coat. “Domna!” ordered Alma, pointing to the chair opposite her. “Sit down there this instant and tell me what happened, straightforwardly. No more hints, if you please, and leave the interpretation to me.”


  Domna obeyed, with a slight shrug, observing, as she listened to her own words, as to a performance, that this “straightforward” account was extremely misleading—it left her in a better position than she knew herself to be in. But Alma appeared relieved. “You talked too much,” she conceded. “How could you have been so wobbly, Domna, as to let that man stand there and pump you? Couldn’t you at least have been silent, if you knew your own weakness? You ought to have turned on your heel the minute he accosted you with his questions.” Domna laughed. “You look on him as a seducer,” she suggested. “To me, he is more like Hamlet, with his soul-searching questions to Ophelia, ‘Are you honest?’ ” “Well, for that matter,” said Alma, “I think you were honest enough. Too much so. Has it occurred to you that you may have put your little friend, Sheila, in a pickle?” “Naturally,” agreed Domna. “But what am I to do? Must I go and confess to her also?” Alma failed to see that this question was intended ironically. “Of course not,” she said nervously. “You mustn’t think of such a thing. I already shudder to imagine what tales she must be bringing home to her parents.” She carried her tray out to the kitchen and put water on for her coffee. “And yet,” she pondered, returning, “I wonder whether we shouldn’t take measures to protect her, if Henry should be mad enough to try to trace her down through the files. Could we have her come to the department and petition for a change of tutor? You could take her on and she could shift to Aristide’s French section—no, that would be too crude. Oh, I rue the day, Domna, when you called us together to back that man.” The tea-kettle whistled and she hurried out to the kitchen. “And how we treated poor Howie!” Her voice rose above the whistle. “I blush for us in my bed of nights.”


  “Howard was wrong,” said Domna, abruptly. “He was motivated by cynicism and hardness. And you know, Alma, I think that we are wrong now. That is what Tolstoy would tell us.” Alma laughed. “What would he advise us to do, Domna?” “Leave it alone,” called Domna. “It is all nonsense, you know, like worrying about balldresses and fans.” “Hardly that,” said Alma, coming into the room and handing Domna a cup of coffee rather coldly. “Yes, nonsense, Alma,” repeated Domna intensely. “What could Henry do to that wretched well-meaning little Sheila? He is not dangerous, you know.” “He could fail her,” said Alma, succinctly. “And so?” queried Domna, with a laugh. “To fail a course, is that so serious? She could make it up in the summer. None of our students would be damaged by a course of summer reading.” “You young monster,” said Alma, quizzically, shaking her head. “But the emotional experience, Domna,” she added on a rising note. “Think of the emotional experience for that soft, unformed little child.” Domna shrugged. “There are worse emotional experiences. Henry is an interesting man.” Alma pounced. “Look into your own soul, Domna. You’re simply minimizing the effects on Sheila to extenuate your own behavior.” Her dark eyes glowed; she leaned forward, with something in her aspect, thought Domna, of a fishing stork. “Examine your behavior, Domna,” she said coolly, folding her arms. “You come here to confess a mistake and you fall to condoning Henry, which is only an indirect way of condoning yourself for being weak with him.” Domna colored. “And yet what I say may be right,” she murmured. “I may have been led to truth through error.” Alma tapped impatiently on the table but Domna went on. “This poetry conference, think of it, are we not being nonsensical? Who can be hurt by it if it turns into a fracas? And there will be no fracas. It is all some mad vain delusion in the minds of Ellison and Mulcahy, which we pretend to be frightened by for mad vain reasons of our own. And if we do not pull back and examine we will find ourselves, precisely, doing what Henry fears of us—leading a crusade to force Maynard to fire him.” She stood up and rebuttoned her coat. Alma looked thoughtful. “It’s something we must be on guard against,” she admitted, rising. “Heaven knows,” she interjected, alarmedly, “I should not like to hurt poor Cathy and those children. Thank you,” she exclaimed, after a moment’s reflection, and leaned over and gave Domna a quick, warm hug. Domna responded. “You know,” she murmured, “I sometimes think Henry knows us better than we know ourselves. He forces us to choose whenever we see him. He asks only one question, ‘Are you with me or against me?’ ” She lifted her eyes and smiled. Alma walked her to the door; they stood for a moment, arms interlinked and swinging. “That, I suppose,” mused Alma, “that imperative, I mean, must be the heritage of that unfortunate political past of his. I often wonder how he came to it. I was very close once myself, Domna, and yet never, never!” Domna felt a vibrant shudder run through Alma’s frame. “It was a question of my freedom, I suppose,” Alma continued, with a faraway, firm look in her eyes. Domna’s lips parted and closed again, with reluctance. She had been about to make a suggestion but Alma’s dreamy, romantic expression restrained her, just as John Bentkoop, on a previous occasion, had been restrained, though Domna did not know it, by the belief in her own eyes.


  CHAPTER XII


  The Poets Convene


  


  JOCELYN’S MOOT poetry conference opened on a fine Friday afternoon in April with the usual difficulties of transportation. Like so many small colleges, Jocelyn had preserved its historic atmosphere at the price of having been passed over by the railroads, the nearest main station being in Harrisburg, twenty-eight miles away. This fact having been made known to the poets, an afternoon train was named, which could be conveniently met by the official welcomers after the last class hour and before the appointed baptism of cocktails at the President’s house—this arrangement, as was pointed out in an official purple hectographed schedule issuing from the President’s office, would give the men poets plenty of time to “get acquainted” with the department and the lady poets time to “wash up.”


  Yet the poets, as usual at such affairs, elected to display their individualism and their freedom from the trammels of the academic by ignoring the train suggested and arriving by diverse routes and at different hours of the day. Some came by car too late for the cocktail party, and also for dinner in commons, having stopped, so they said, to explore the cloisters at Ephrata, so that some faculty-wives in their dinner dresses were obliged to turn to and make sandwiches and coffee. One deaf old poet appeared in the morning and spent the whole day wandering about the campus, lonely as a cloud. One, taking unfair advantage of the provision for expenses, arrived by plane in Pittsburgh, whence he telephoned collect for somebody to come and get him; one came on Saturday morning; one did not come at all. The poet of the masses hitchhiked and was picked up on the highway by some students, who carried him off to Gus’s. The English poet arrived in York, unannounced, having discovered a local train that no one else knew existed. One old freedom-loving poet descended from a parlor-car with his wife, who had not been specified in the invoice; this produced a momentary upheaval in the sleeping arrangements, for it had been planned to create a men’s dormitory in Howard Furness’ upstairs and a women’s dormitory at Miss Rejnev’s. The problem was solved at the last moment by Mrs. Fortune’s offer to vacate her apartment—after a number of beds had already been hauled about by members of the baseball team. In short, of the eleven poets who accepted (representing, in many cases, a second choice on the part of the committee, since a number of the original invitees had to decline, citing prior commitments to attend several other poetry conferences being held the same week on The Contemporary Neglect of Poetry), only one, a woman lyricist, arrived at the proper time and place, and this, as it turned out, proved most inconvenient, requiring two special trips on the part of Considine Van Tour in his new red convertible, which could not travel more than twenty miles an hour, for he had failed to recognize, at first blush, in the large woman with the grip, whom he took for one of the church-workers so prevalent in the neighborhood, the subject of the Cecil Beaton photograph that appeared on the back jacket of her books.


  Yet in this large, comfortable woman, with tight-drawn bands of black hair and a Sunday-meeting hat, who alighted at long last soughing on Miss Rejnev’s doorstep, he had found much sharp discrimination and a worldly understanding of life. They had had a most rewarding conversation on the trip back, concerning the various factional struggles within the department, which he felt it his duty to apprise her of, lest she be made the victim of a deception; she listened with great acuteness to what he himself feared was a rather confused account of the outrageous behavior of Henry Mulcahy and Herbert Ellison, whom he did not hesitate to warn her against by name; and it pleased him to be able to turn her over to Domna with the assurance, “I leave you in good hands,” and see her nod in return, a great, calm, capable nod, like a wink of the universe, that accepted the reliability of her landlady in supra-mundane matters. Meanwhile, other poets, riding perilously in Mulcahy’s swaying old Plymouth, were also “getting to know” the department, an experience they took quite calmly, since it happened to them at every college.


  Led upstairs by Domna, to the larger bedroom, the lady poet tried the bed, approved it, asked for a medicine glass, a saucer, an extra pillow and a shoelace; she loosened her corset, looked out the window, inquired the age of the house, the local agricultural product, remarked that she had been born on a farm, and that she would like to press out a skirt—if it were not too much trouble—before the evening session. She then took off the skirt she was wearing, revealing a pair of long pink bloomers, and allowed Domna to persuade her to take a nap while her evening apparel was being ironed. Domna being a slow ironer, and the evening skirt being long and wide, they arrived at the President’s house at seven-fifteen, just as the last poet was leaving; Esther Hoar hastily telephoned commons to save some hot food and a table for four, and to Switchboard to post a notice that the lecture would be fifteen minutes late. The President in his dinner-jacket appeared somewhat distrait, but the guest politely ignored this; she was accustomed to find small colleges on her arrival in a state of tension and disorder, like some small mountainous country on the verge of a revolution. Over the remains of the Christian Brothers’, they leisuredly discussed train schedules, botany, Mennonite customs, agricultural patterns, the Pullman Company, a conversation which tortured the President with the idea that he was being patronized, as though by some stately fellow-passenger in a parlor-car, as they glided into the alien West. It was a peculiarity of this woman poet that she turned her whole body slowly from the waist when addressed by a new interlocutor, as though she were an obliging ear-trumpet maneuvering into position to take account of some strange new noise reaching her from afar; and her discourse also had something of this measured adjustment or focusing. As one of her old friends took pains to assure a group of students later, this was not really a sign of condescension on Harriette’s part, but only a trick of her corseting. Nevertheless, the President, early in the conference, had developed feelings of inferiority; as he sat there, glancing at his wrist-watch, the terrible sensation that he was something infinitely small, at the other end of a telescope, or a very faint, pre-verbal noise assailed him.


  What troubled him even more, however, was the fact that the poets, as he observed them gathered together this first night in commons, showed no inclination to discuss poetry. He had imagined something very different—a two-day Platonic banquet of the mind, from which the students might garner the crumbs at the public sessions—but all he could pick up, when he and his party finally took their places in the dining room, was a clamor of personal allusions that made him fear for his eardrums, a good deal of profanity from the younger members, and several unflattering references to members of his own faculty. The only similarity he could detect to Plato’s banquet was that some of the poets seemed to be tipsy, or “high,” as he preferred to call it, genially, and this, despite the fact that acting on Furness’ advice he had decided to serve only sherry, which had elicited, according to Esther, several very rude comments from the corduroy-clad youth element. It occurred to him that some of the poets must have a bottle in their rooms.


  Yet, in spite of his apprehensions, which he tried to mute even to himself, believing, as he did, in every man’s right to regulate his own behavior, once he reached the age of discretion, that is, when he graduated from college—so long, he silently stipulated, as the other fellow was not injured—the first or Friday night session went off on the whole pretty well. Alma Fortune was mistress of ceremonies; she wore a low-necked black beaded dress and black jet earrings that served to bring out more worldly gleams in her twinkling personality than the college generally saw. Under her sharp eye, a contingent of youths from Ellison’s Verse-writing who were lounging against one wall slowly took seats toward the rear, where their comments, at any rate, were inaudible, thanks to the overhang of the gallery. In Alma’s introduction, she showed to great advantage, thought the President, that gift for the local allusion that was her strong point as a teacher. A light reference to the mishaps of the afternoon, to the saga of missed connections, led her back to the early history of the college, to the frontier, and thence to the Epic, the topic around which the poets had been asked to frame their remarks. She hoped—with a side-twinkle for the students, to whom this was a twice-told tale—that the hex signs on the neighboring barns would serve to ward off all evil influences from the vicinity and not, as the ignorant sometimes thought, to attract them or indicate their presence. With a glancing hint at the dual function of poetry—as black and white magic—, at the role of the daemonic in art (the Mann students pricked up their ears), and at the witchery of Miss Harriette Mansell’s verse, she gaily sat down, tucked her skirt under her and turned her bright, wizened face, dancing with a thousand expectations, up to Miss Mansell, who strode toward the podium. Miss Mansell was wearing a very high-necked black heavy crêpe blouse encrusted with sequins and a long black crêpe skirt. There was a patter of applause from the poets, who were seated on benches that gave the effect of choir-stalls on the right-hand side of what had once been an altar and now served as a stage. Several of the poets leaned over to tap a shoulder or whisper in an ear and receive a quick nod in reply, as though in confirmation—it was apparent that Mrs. Fortune’s speech had given satisfaction. The poets, in fact, indicated that they were agreeably surprised by it, a thing which they made no attempt to hide from the audience: they would not, they rudely pantomimed, have expected to find such tactful literacy here. Having thus consulted with each other, like birds on a telephone wire, they unanimously folded their arms and settled down to listen to Miss Mansell’s talk, which proved to be on Virgil.


  A faint sigh rustled through the faculty. From the point of view of the student-body, the choice was not a happy one. The majority of the students present had never heard of the person being alluded to as the Mantuan; they supposed he was a modern poet whom their faculty had not yet caught up with—a supposition correct in a sense, as Howard Furness, maliciously grinning, remarked in his slippery voice afterwards. A few scowling scholarship students who had not had the good fortune to be educated progressively moved restlessly in their seats, as though fighting being awakened from a dream to the realities of their old Latin teacher and the abhorrent learning-by-rote. There were stifled cries of “Let me out of here,” “This is where I came in,” and boisterous pummelings and punchings, quieted by a glare from a bright Austrian girl named Lise, who was doing her major project on Hermann Broch and The Death of Virgil. Lise’s major project, as the news of it spread around the room, evoked instant respect and attention; heads turned to nod at her approvingly, as though some member of her family had just been mentioned from the dais, and Lise sat blushing joyfully, like a bride. Unfortunately, this dark pretty girl did not understand Latin, which was Miss Mansell’s forte; nevertheless, she strained forward, not wishing to miss a word.


  Miss Mansell did indeed read beautifully; she made a majestic Dido, and from her flashing orb and classic bust something of passion and tragic nobility did communicate itself even to those who were unable to appreciate her control of the hexameter. At a whispered request from Mulcahy, who darted up to the podium, she read aloud her own recent translation of the Prince-of-peace eclogue and followed this with a free sight translation of Dido’s speech, a real virtuoso performance, which she finished with streaming locks, moistened eye, and flushed cheek, to a salvo of applause from the poets, which informed even the soundest sleeper in the audience that something stirring had taken place. Even to students who had never seen her published photograph, it was suddenly manifest that she had once been very handsome and had loved in the heroic style, just as they felt something of the Augustan amplitude in the tidal swell of the dactyl breaking on the shoal of the caesura. To Maynard and his wife, the reading had been “a rare treat,” as they exclaimed, coming up to Miss Mansell afterwards; they knew, however, that they would have to pay for it later, at the bench of progressive judgment, for they could see, two rows in front of them, the head of the Social Sciences division vigorously conferring with the head of Natural Sciences—to these two Robespierres there could be no question of the President’s connivance in this reactionary coup of the Literature department; and it was a mark of Maynard’s moral courage, therefore, that he went up, publicly, to shake the hand of the victorious Calliope.


  Fortunately for the President, there was an irregularity in the solid front of the Social and Natural Sciences. Dr. Muller, the historian, one of the pillars of the college, had listened to the lecture with the greatest approval. “Fine stuff,” he called out to the President, patently holding him responsible also. Dr. Muller, like many historians, had certain regressive tendencies arising from the nature of his subject, which called forth a tolerance for the past, in the same way that some occupations, like sandhogging, give rise to their own occupational diseases. He had just been reading an article in a learned journal which strove to show, by quotation, that Virgil, far from upholding the centralized tyranny of Augustus, had been secretly a republican oppositionist, giving his poetic sympathy, not to Aeneas, but to the conquered and unfortunate, exemplified by Dido. Hence, he had been in the throes of scholarly anticipation from the very first moment of the lecture, so much so that he had paid little heed to the stated theme—the problems of a heightened language raised by the epic form—and had concentrated all his powers of attention on the moment when, after the lecture, he would sequester the handsome Miss Mansell and put to her the question that was throbbing through his brain: Could the Prince-of-peace eclogue, in the light of these discoveries, be now considered spurious or was it to be read, rather, as a powerful example of irony? When in due course, after the lecture, he did have the opportunity of laying the problem before her, he met with a set-back. Perhaps he had spoken too fast, being, like a boy, so full of his spermy question that he crammed it all into one sentence, without consideration for the lady’s slower pace. But either Miss Mansell did not hear him correctly, as she leaned slowly sideward, like a tronometer, to apprehend his presence, or she did not perceive the cogency of his question for the understanding of the phenomenon of imperialism in our own times. Arrested, no doubt, in an historical phase of the development of language, like a magnificent fly in amber, she took him to be offering some new and purely verbal definition of irony and directed him to somebody named Empson—if he caught the name rightly—and his treatment of the pastoral mode. And her answer was so richly complete in itself, so rounded and duly meditated, that he did not have the heart or the temerity to put the question again. He forgave her, very shortly, from the brisk egoism of his nature, as he had learned to forgive other provocative lecturers and fine students who failed to live up to their promise. Indeed, at the next week’s meeting of the Social Science division, he administered a rebuke to his colleagues; granting, as he said, a certain bias in the handling of the poetry conference, an exception had to be made in the case of Miss Mansell, who had shown, he thought, a fine understanding of the vital relation between democratic principles and sanity in art.


  The second and final speaker of the evening was a very old poet, clean and fresh as a rose, a bank president in private life, very mild and courteous, with a gentle quavering voice and a tight set of the long soft lips, like a Presbyterian pew-holder. He had a style of old-fashioned, elaborate compliment, in which there could be detected the flourishes of an antique penmanship and the scratching of a bookkeeper’s quill. He began his address with a series of tributes, to Mrs. Fortune, “our gracious Janeite,” to the President, the student-body, the college as a whole, and to each of the poets on the platform, individually, with a special gallantry toward the two ladies; as his keen powder-blue eye passed over the audience, he did not omit favorable mention of “our audacious friend, Dr. Mulcahy,” or of “our young friend, Mr. Herbert Ellison,” or of Miss Domna Rejnev, “whose verses we have been reading with astonishment.” These compliments, under which some of the recipients could be seen to bridle, amazed the student-body, which was given the illusion of having been inducted, personally, into some venerable temple of commerce, treading, like new depositors, reverently behind the soft, padding footfalls of the manager of this very old and reliable firm, which kept nevertheless a spry pace with the times and for which, as the slogan had it, no account was too small. The President, however, shifting uncomfortably on his haunches on the cushionless bench and smiling an appreciative smile, felt a country boy’s wariness of this old party, who reminded him of the original John D. Rockefeller dipped in attar of roses; he made a jovial note to watch his mental pocketbook in the transactions to follow.


  The lecturer, pinkly smiling, announced that he would speak on Lucretius, which caused a flurry of interest among the poets on the platform: was this the long-awaited beginning of a new phase? They leaned forward tensely, alit with professional excitement. In the audience, the President frowned; the faculty was uneasy. Had the poets conspired among themselves to make game of the students? Feeling the President’s eye on him, Furness turned and flung out his hands in a gesture that pleaded his innocence. He, like many of his colleagues, was recalling, with some disquiet, the old poet’s bland question at the sherry party—“Is this the fabled college where everything is run backward?”—and the air of gentle disappointment with which he bore the news that no, indeed, it was not, that the courses ran normally from the immediate past to the present, Mrs. Fortune interjecting, proudly, that her modern novel course, as distinguished from Mr. Van Tour’s and Mr. Furness’, began with Jane Austen and stopped with Henry James. Yet the idea that Jocelyn was being “had” subsided in all minds but the President’s as the lecturer proceeded to block out his subject with the greatest care for the students’ understanding. He read his speech from a prepared manuscript, looking up from time to time to insert a date or an historical footnote, and making no sorties into the original text. Indeed, he admitted to an “otiose” preference for reading the philosophers in translation, a side-remark that made the President long to tell him to take his tongue out of his cheek and put it where it belonged, into his utterance. For the truth was that, contrary to all expectations, which were based on the notorious “difficulty” of his verse, the poet’s essay had an innocuous and guileless character, like a schoolboy’s précis or a junior-encyclopedia article on its subject—there was nothing new in it, as the Literature department began to murmur among itself, with puzzlement. His talk was, in fact, so clear that the best disposal the Literature faculty could make of it was to assume that they had not understood it, that of the proverbial four levels of meaning that they so stringently enforced on their classes they themselves had seized only on the literal and had failed of the moral, the allegorical, and the anagogical. Or had Consy Van Tour seen something of the second in the allusion to Democritus and the atom? Was the poet, as Consy divined, suggesting that the atomic bomb represented today’s most promising theme for a philosophical epic? Like Dr. Muller with Miss Mansell, Consy could hardly wait for the speech to end in order to tell the speaker of the interesting work being done in his radio verse drama seminar on the hydrogen bomb, bacillic warfare, interplanetary rockets; he turned full around in his seat and nodded triumphantly at his friend, Ivy Legendre, of the Theatre, who had been trying to persuade him that science fantasy was hick.


  To the Natural Science Division the talk was not, per se, objectionable. Lucretius, Democritus, Pliny—these were names of honor with them; and they sat back contentedly, once they had made sure that the speaker was not going to use Lucretius to attack modern science, something always to be feared when the names of the ancients were invoked. They were glad, moreover, to be able to give their tolerance to at least one part of the conference, for they found themselves in a peculiar position vis-à-vis their best students, who were enthusiastic about literature and rated very high in it on the achievement sheets. This strange morganatic alliance between the Literature faculty and the top science majors, most of whom were boy prodigies, was always upsetting to the professional scientists, and at no time more than now when to their discomposure, as they applauded, they heard their young physicists and chemists pronouncing the talk elementary. But this was a minority judgment. The majority, hearing the poets’ applause, more prolonged and respectful than what had been given Miss Mansell, concluded, like their teachers, that something must have been lacking in their own understanding.


  This led to an unfortunate incident during the question period. A very literal-minded girl, the terror of her instructors, with pink snub nose and flaxen braids, dressed in a laced bodice like a peasant in an operetta, got up and boldly asked the poet whether he was a primitive. “A primitive, my dear young lady?” pondered that Mr. Turveydrop. “What can you mean?” He looked quizzically around him, as though for assistance. “Do you wish to know whether I am an aboriginal or a savage?” The poets laughed. “Or do you mean to imply that I am primordial, that is, ancient?” The President ground his teeth, but the girl, blushing in great red disks, stood her ground, as she had stood it in a whole series of Sophomore Orals. “No,” she said firmly. “I meant that your lecture was very simplified, like a primitive painting. And I thought you might like to tell us whether this was deliberate.” In the front row, Furness groaned. “Touché!” exulted Domna Rejnev, beside him. Mulcahy caught her eye and winked. Across the whole short front row that was the department passed a sudden smile of pride: one of their worst students had just voiced the question that no critic, for twenty years, had dared voice even to himself. A red-faced, white-haired poet on the platform unexpectedly slapped his knee, but the majority looked frostily disapproving. “Deliberate?” repeated the poet, rather angrily. “I’m afraid I cannot tell you. But there is nothing in art which is not studied.” The girl opened her mouth again and struck a rather “cute” pose, putting one finger to her open mouth and scuffing her ballet-slipper along the floor, a pose which the department sadly recognized as the sign that she had outlived her moment. Alma Fortune rose from her chair on the platform. “Sit down, Gertrude,” she ordered, but kindly. “We mustn’t tire our speaker.”


  Howard Furness, smiling, got up to propose that the poet might read some of his famous poems, which were already known to the students through the college record library. But the old man was disinclined; on his stiff, thin legs he moved out of the limelight and sank into a chair at the back of the stage, where he sat, chafing his hands. The audience began to clap in unison for his return; it was felt that he had been offended, and there was a general friendly desire to pay him homage for poems that had given pleasure in the past and that remained, even now, in the modernist canon, preserved, like his fresh complexion. When the old man continued to refuse, the poet who had been dubbed by Ellison the poet of the masses, a middle-aged, heavy-set man with a scarred prominent jaw, wearing a red flannel shirt and heavy boots, stood up suddenly in his place, at the very end of the bench, and declared that he would read them. There was a movement of incredulity among the poets; it was not supposed, obviously, that this person, smelling of beer and doubtless of sweat—for he boasted of having been seven days on the hoof—was familiar with the old man’s frail, difficult poems, which had emerged from the Imagist movement, convoluted and pale, like sea-shells. Throughout the whole audience, in fact, there was a feeling of alarm as the red-shirted poet, without waiting for an answer, made straight for the lectern, like a worker resolutely moving to seize the power-switch in a factory. It was feared that he would read his own poems or somehow do the old man outrage. But to everyone’s surprise, when the old man’s books were not forthcoming and a student was sent out to look in Furness’ office, the proletarian poet began to recite from memory those forty-year-old verses written in the counting-house, on the backs of checks and deposit-slips, celebrating merchant princes and their ladies and the life of the summer hotel. To these crabbed and yet fastidious verses, the proletarian poet’s delivery added something uproarious and revivalistic, hell-and-damnation thunder lit up with a certain social savagery and wide-open bohemianism, which suggested a good deal of the atmosphere of The Outcasts of Poker Flat. “Preserve us from our admirers,” whispered a young poet, sardonically, to his ally. Yet an obscurity in the old man’s poems, or rather the uncertainty as to how he had meant them hit upon by the student, Gertrude, made this dramatic interpretation possible, and though the old man sat picking at his buttons throughout the recitation, it was a manifest success with the students, the boys in particular, who stamped on the floor and called out for more, until Mulcahy, at a cue from Ellison, whispered to Alma to put a stop to the reading. The poets, it seemed, were displeased.


  This did not arise, as might have been thought, from professional jealousy, but from a deeper feeling, the natural antagonism between the poet and his audience that now began to be exhibited at the Jocelyn poetry conference. It was a profound, suspicious, almost animal antagonism, without necessary basis in outward circumstance but arising, as it were, from the skin, from a bristling of the hair on the nape of the neck, and the proof that the proletarian poet was not really a poet was the fact that he did not appear to feel it. The true poet, unlike the prose-writer, explained Howard Furness in lowered tones to the President, does not care to be admired or even to be read, except by a few chosen fellow-poets; a taste for public admiration in a poet is already, as he himself knows, the fatal sign of his deterioration; he has ceased to be proud, protective, and fiercely possessive of his work. Hence—he airily continued, while the President listened, aghast—all attempts, on the part of well-meaning academics, to persuade the poet that he is loved are futile and self-defeating, for the poet does not wish to be loved and flocks to symposia on the Contemporary Neglect of Poetry to be reassured that he is not. And the spontaneous applause, just now, accorded the proletarian poet’s rousing reading of the old man’s work, was, from the point of view of the poets on the platform, an unmitigated disgrace and catastrophe. Even Domna Rejnev—he pointed out, guiding the President’s attention to where she stood in the front of the hall, nervously talking to the proletarian poet, whom everybody else was shunning—was finding her libertarian principles sorely put to the test; and, in fact, as they watched, she slipped away from the poet and took neutral refuge with Alma Fortune, who was chatting with Miss Mansell. The President was shocked. “Why, it’s like the old Greek ostracism,” he commented, reaching into his pocket for his pipe.


  An impulse of hospitality led him to start through the emptying hall to where the proletarian poet was standing, alone and conspicuously abandoned, scratching his jaw. Senior girl-students were passing punch and cookies; the poet took a cookie from the tray and made some remark to the girl, who blushed and hurried on with her duties; this particular student, as the President recalled from her advisers, was unfortunately very shy. Before the President could get to him, however, the poet, with his mouth full of cookie, suddenly reached out and seized the arm of Henry Mulcahy, which was hovering over the refreshment tray. Mulcahy, observed the President, was in very good form this evening; the continuation of his appointment seemed to have put a little weight on him; the fixed, precise smile had lost its baneful character, and he diffused an air of good fellowship. Up on the platform, Cathy, accompanied by Ellison, was the center of a little group; her rich laugh rang out. The poet grasped her husband’s hand and shook it. “Hello, old friend, don’t you know me?” Mulcahy paled under his freckles; he peered at the poet mistrustfully and endeavored to withdraw his hand. “I don’t believe so,” he said coldly. “I know your work, of course.” He started to veer away and caught the President’s eye, in full rebuke, resting on him. “At Brooklyn College in the old days,” reminded the poet. “In the old John Reed Club. I was using my Party name, then.” Furness, who had caught up with Maynard, threw the President a quick look of interrogation and wonder. Both men, by common consent, moved closer. A pair of curious physics students, noticing this, nudged each other and edged up; Alma Fortune’s attention was caught; Miss Mansell’s body slowly turned. “And what was your Party name?” inquired Henry, with a faint smile of derision. “John Marshall,” chuckled the poet. “Now do you remember?” Henry bit his white underlip. “Indistinctly,” he admitted. “I’ve changed,” conceded the poet, with a sudden note of bitterness and significance. “In more ways than one.” He touched his chin. “I got that in a San Francisco dock-strike. With the Sailors’ Union of the Pacific. That was after I broke with the Party.” He laid a finger on his broad, thick-flanged nose. “When I broke with the Party, they broke that for me. Twice. When I was laid up in the hospital, my new life began. New name. New ideas. I began to do some reading. I went into the hospital a Trotskyite and came out an anarchist, thanks to an old Wobbly working-stiff who used to bring me books.”


  By this time, half the room was listening. The tall young girls put down their trays on the empty benches and came nearer. Several attenuated young poets and the red-faced, white-haired poet who had slapped his knee and was noted for his dynamic Americanism and metrical intransigency now pushed purposefully forward. The old poet had left, accompanied by two of his cohorts, and, with his departure, a desire to make some gesture of solidarity with the proletarian poet had overtaken the poets remaining, who felt a certain human compunction and also curiosity. The proletarian poet, moreover, was unobjectionable to them as a man of action; indeed, they found him picturesque, as did the students crowding around him, with talkative wonder, as though he were an historical remain, a chipped statue in a square. Everybody, it seemed, had expected him to be much younger; and the explanation, which he himself cheerfully volunteered, lay in his rebirth. His poetry, he explained, with citations, was youthful, direct, and sensuous, celebrating free relations with women, red-wine parties, bull sessions, hitchhiking; as a poet, in short, he was the same age as the Jocelyn literary set, while as a man he was forty-five years old. But it was as a man, sad to say, that he interested the students, who in their turn quickly explained to him that their own literary age was about fifty, thanks to the Jocelyn system of individual instruction, which had made them old before their time. Much later that night, in one of the social rooms, a girl Philosophy major showed him that he had paid the price of a robust and time-conscious nature, that is, that he was dated, that he embodied a militant yesterday, which seemed farther from today than the pyramids; and it was precisely this fact that drew the students to him and permitted Dr. Mulcahy to hurry out of the room, unnoticed, while the poet continued to talk of frays with the Bridges union, mutiny on a banana boat off New Orleans, the strike at Ohrbach’s, the old John Reed Club. When the poet finally looked for him, he was gone, like a spectral vapor.


  In the moonlight, on the chapel steps, the President and Furness turned to face each other. “Who would have guessed it?” exclaimed the President. Furness shook his smooth head. “Not I,” he disclaimed. “I still wouldn’t credit it if I hadn’t seen Hen turn tail and run.” They took a few steps into the reviving mountain air, on the gravel of the circular driveway. “It puts him in a better light, you know,” remarked Furness, finally, in a tone of apologetics. Their feet crunched as they walked. “For us, Howard,” distinguished Maynard. “But we must look at the whole picture. How many students, would you say, got in on the beginning of it? Oh, my God!” he cried, suddenly, as the whole picture smote him afresh. Furness regarded him with a certain amused tenderness. “Two or three,” he hazarded. “But there’s a fifty-fifty chance, Maynard, that they didn’t take in the meaning of it. The kids here aren’t very political these days; you can’t seem to get that through your noodle.” The President shook his curly head. “There’s no such animal, Howard. If the kids aren’t political, as you call it, it means that they’ve given in to the forces of conformity and reaction.” His handsome face tightened. “If this thing gets out, I’ll have the trustees on my back again.” They rounded the drive again. “Poor devil, poor hunted devil,” he mused, “he was perjured, apparently, before the legislature.” He lit his pipe and spoke through clamped teeth, indistinctly; a terrible new thought had occurred to him. “Howard, you don’t think . . . ?” Furness looked at him sharply; his strong, active face was ravaged in the moonlight. “That he’s still in it?” supplied Furness. The President sorrowfully nodded; he looked eagerly into Furness’ face, with a consciousness of his own pathos—was he once, twice, or thrice deceived? Furness shrugged. “I should doubt it,” he replied. “But am I a competent judge?” He grinned. “I would have sworn, I would have sworn,” he insisted, “before a legislature, that it was all a blague.” They walked for a time in silence. “Who knows most about all this?” said the President, suddenly. “Domna,” replied Furness. “She’s the only one he told directly.” “We’d better get her,” resolved Maynard. “Right away. Tonight.” “What about the poetesses?” objected Furness. “She’s supposed to be driving them home, to my house.” “You do it,” said the President. “Take them to Domna’s. And then come back. I want you to be there.” Furness made a deprecatory gesture. “I was planning to serve a little whiskey,” he said. The President blew up. “For God’s sake, Howard!” he said bluntly. “My whole career is at stake. We’ve got to cover this thing up, as soon as we can find out what to cover. This is no moment for a drinking-party. Is there any way, do you think, that we could call off this damned conference and send them about their business?” Furness laughed. “We could abduct the poet of the masses. That’s what his former comrades would do.” “Stop using that silly name,” exclaimed the President. “What is the fellow’s name, for that matter? I rather liked him,” he added, to soften the effect of his outburst. “Vincent Keogh,” said Furness. “My God,” cried the President. “Another Irishman!” Furness made a final protest. “Maynard,” he warned, “Domna and Mulcahy aren’t on good terms at present.” “What does it matter?” cried Maynard. “The girl’s honest, isn’t she?” Furness raised a nonchalant shoulder. “But north-northwest, like the rest of us. She can tell a hawk from a handsaw.” He waved and hurried off to his car.


  CHAPTER XIII


  A Tygres Heart Wrapt in a Player’s Hyde


  


  HENCE IT HAPPENED that the President, Furness, Domna Rejnev, and the two lady poets were among the few people connected with the poetry conference not to have a hangover on Saturday morning. Furness’ house, according to the brigade of students who came to clean it up, must have been the scene of revels; he himself, coming downstairs in the morning, renamed it the Mermaid Tavern. The informal ten o’clock session, held in Barnes Social around a table, was sluggish; the psychology student with the tape-recorder, who was stationed under the table with the poets’ permission, was able to pick up several new hangover recipes and to witness exchanges of No-Doz and benzedrine. By a forced agreement with the Psychology department, this recording was later destroyed, at the price of Dr. Grünthal’s resignation and the loss of the Rockefeller grant.


  Young Mrs. Giolini, a pretty heiress with a black spit-curl, thought to be very stupid, read a paper on the mock-epic, which, according to the tape-recording, everybody believed she had had help with. She was in the habit of subsidizing upstart magazines of verse with typographical eccentricities, and already among the older poets the word was passing that she ought not to have been invited. One choleric little poet in middle life, with sideburns and short jutting whiskers, considered that they had each, every man-jack of them, been personally insulted by being asked to sit down at the round table with her; at the same time, he held that the college had showed a shocking discourtesy in leaving the two women to pass the previous night uncompanioned. This ill-feeling grew during the morning, as the inevitable publishers’ representatives began to arrive, in very hairy tweeds, and to drop onto the floor, cross-legged; they too, in most cases, had hangovers and had driven all the way over from Bucks County on the remote chance that another John Brown’s Body or a novel might be picked up at this conference. It was felt by the older poets, most of whom held academic jobs, that this conference, like every other one, was going to be shot through with commercialism; the younger poets were less incorruptible, and Herbert Ellison’s two friends immediately struck up an alliance, considered very questionable by the majority, with the youngest of the New York publishers, whom they pronounced “very intelligent.” And the worst fears of the majority were realized almost at once. Consy Van Tour, who was chairing the session, had the idiocy to call on the publishers to say a few words on the subject of modern poetry as it looked to them. They did not need to be asked twice. They all, it turned out, had strong identical opinions on the subject of modern verse, which they did not read much, they conceded (Translator’s note—“Not at all”), but which nevertheless they felt qualified to judge by virtue of their position: “This is the way it looks to the man behind the desk.” And to the man behind the desk, it did not communicate. The poets around the table indicated by their tight lips and wearied eyebrows that communication with these persons and their salesmen was the last thing they desired; but they did not have the rudeness to say so. And their restraint had the result of making the publishers more confident. Emboldened by an intuition of their own solid mediocrity, they became convinced that each of them, individually, was the audience that every author aimed and yearned to reach, and that if he did not reach them, well, manifestly, he failed. Having pronounced this sentence, they would calmly get up, stretch, stroll over to the window, like expert consultants whose part is done when the fault is pointed out, the execution being left to others.


  The poets then took the joint hazard of asserting that their verse, all modern verse, was intelligible to any person who would take the trouble to read it—a perilous contention which was easily put to rout by the devilish kind of senior male student who had spent four years in college drilling holes in his teachers’ logic. Such a tall, large-eared Mephistopheles suavely rose from his place and read aloud a passage by one of the poets present and asked for a show of hands of those who understood it. A few hands hesitantly went up all around the room, but to everybody’s surprise but the poets’, who had been through this all before, there were several hands at the table itself that simply refused to go up. And one handsome young poet rose and gravely tried to explain that understanding of a given poem and respect for it were not necessarily identical, that he himself was not certain of the meaning of all the details in the disputed passage, but, even while the Literature faculty nodded in approval, he was interrupted by a fresh member of the Art department, who popped up like a jack-in-the-box to demand, “Why don’t you ask the author?”


  At this instant, Consy Van Tour received a sharp poke in the ribs and a whole collection of scribbled notes, ordering him to call for the next question, but the students now were echoing the popinjay art teacher’s question, though more in a tone of entreaty. “That question is inevitably broached by an audience if the chairman doesn’t know his business,” observed the choleric poet to his neighbor, taking care that Consy heard him. “No,” they all semaphored sternly, as the wilting, plump Consy hesitated. “To ask a poet for an explanation of his poem is a violation of professional ethics, like asking a doctor to prescribe for you when you meet him at a friend’s house at dinner,” said the whiskered little poet, a formalist and neo-traditionalist, to Consy, when the meeting had been adjourned—he was a specialist in poetic etiquette, or rather in the correct forms to be observed with poets. He had already checked off several violations in the manners prevailing at Jocelyn, and his eye now followed with acerbity the student crawling out from under the table. “Where is Mr. Furness?” he sharply inquired, cocking an eyebrow at Consy. Consy did not know; he only knew, he protested, that Furness had telephoned him very early to ask him to take over this morning’s session. In reply, the poet took out his pocket-watch.


  Hovering on the edges of this group, Alma Fortune was nearly beside herself. She was furious with Howard for not being here and with Domna as well, who had promised to take a carful of poets for a drive before luncheon. All around her, she saw poets covertly unfolding train-schedules and glancing at their watches; she heard muttered talk of their decamping after the afternoon session, before the buffet supper that was being prepared for them at Furness’ house by the best cook in the region. She was not familiar enough with the poetic temperament to know that this migratory urge was merely a passing one—after cocktails, most of the poets would be amenable to staying on, and some might not leave for several days, if they found a congenial bivouac. Ignorant of these contrarieties, she hurried about the room with a nervous smile, pointing out that the train being spoken of was slow, crowded, inconvenient, and invariably late into Harrisburg. She stopped to glare at a publisher who was offering rides in his Buick back to Bucks County, and then, on second thought, invited him to stay for supper. She spoke to her tenants, the red-faced poet and his wife, and all the while her eye was on the door, willing Furness to enter. Even Mulcahy, who ought to have been here, had rushed out toward the end of the session, without any explanation, on a note’s being passed to him by a student. There was nobody but herself and Consy—she discounted Ellison as useless—to round up the poets and see that they had their lunch properly and got to the chapel on time for the afternoon session. One of them, the poet of the masses, had already failed to appear for the session that had just ended, and now, as she was trying to make plans, three more slipped out the side door. “ ‘And now for God’s sake, hock and soda-water,’ ” laughed the very handsome curly-haired youth who had spoken at this morning’s session. Alma knew her Byron and knew what this meant; it was the locus classicus, she said to herself bitterly, of the hair-of-the-dog in literature. At this moment, when despair seized her, Furness debonairly entered.


  What Alma did not suspect was that early that morning, before the session had started, the poet of the masses had been shaken awake by Furness and asked if he would mind driving in to see the President in his office. Dazed, breakfastless, and bleeding from a quick shave, he had tiptoed down the stairs behind Furness and out into the lucent morning, while the other poets still slept. This embassy was the fruit of the previous night’s interview, which had lasted until three in the morning, with Domna, himself, the President, and finally Bentkoop, who had been summoned out of bed, arguing what ought to be done. The result was that Furness had overslept and had nothing to eat either. And as he drove along in his Pontiac, alongside the poet, who had a terrible breath on, Furness wondered whether the counsels of night had been ill advised. He seriously doubted whether the poet would tell the President anything.


  It had been Domna’s whim that they should ask him, a real feminine caprice. For, first of all, she had refused to believe that all three men—Furness, the President, and Bentkoop—had taken no stock in the wild story Hen had told her and that she and Alma and Aristide and Consy had accepted without question. “How could you ‘know,’ Dr. Hoar, that he was not a Party member? How can anyone ‘know’ such a thing?” “By instinct, simply,” said Furness. “We knew it in our bones,” he added, with a sour laugh of self-disparagement. “But weren’t you interested in pressing it further?” she persisted, with widened eyes, ignoring him, and keeping after Maynard. “If you thought Hen deliberately told such a lie, why didn’t you say so?” “My dear,” said Maynard simply, “it was a very hot potato. I am an administrator, Domna. You people were backing him—some of my best teachers. I had no belief, or wish to believe, that Hen was a Communist—I could hardly reinstate him on that basis; that’s not the kind of argument you use on the bursar or the trustees. I chose to ignore the question. What was relevant to my purpose was your feeling, yours and John’s and Kantorowitz’s and Aristide’s and Alma Fortune’s. If you backed him you left me no choice. I respected your opinion, but not enough, apparently.” He gave a sorrowful laugh. Yet Domna remained incredulous. “You too, John?” she murmured when John came in, as though accusing him of perfidy. What struck Furness, straight off, was that this strange tone of hers and soft, reproachful eyes seemed to betoken an intimacy that he himself had never enjoyed with her.


  And then, almost at once, she and John had dropped into a low-voiced colloquy, from which Domna had emerged with one of her sudden, startling volte-faces. All at once, backed up by Bentkoop, she had taken the curious position that there must be some misunderstanding: Mulcahy could never have been a Communist Party member. She knew this, she declared—with her strange, positive logic—by the fact that she had found herself skeptical when the story of the recognition scene had been repeated to her, just now, by the President—she had been too far away to catch the exact words herself—which showed her, she said, that she had never really believed Mulcahy in the first place and had been merely overriding her doubts, in order, perhaps, to think ill of the President or perhaps for some more worthy motive. But she now was certain that she had been half-consciously gulling herself. Furthermore, and it was here that Bentkoop seconded her, there was something very implausible, she insisted, in their account of Vincent Keogh’s behavior. No anarchist who was a decent fellow, as Keogh appeared to be, would denounce a former comrade to the authorities, still less expose him, for no reason, in a public room, in the presence of his employer and his colleagues. “Anarchists are not informers,” she kept repeating, over Furness’ objections. This stubborn repetition and Bentkoop’s deep-voiced assents had the effect, not of convincing Furness and the President, who after all had heard the conversation with their own ears and were not simply reiterating a maddening abstraction, but of persuading them that further investigation would at any rate do no harm. It was agreed that Furness should bring Keogh to the President’s office at nine-thirty. As to what they could do next, if Keogh were to substantiate what he had implied the previous evening, none of them dared think. It was the President’s vague hope, apparently, that the truth could be somehow suppressed. Furness did not concur in this; he had no hope at all; but only a suicidal compulsion to know at all costs. As he drove along the black-top road, dipping and rising through the newly plowed farmland, he was a prey to the darkest jealousies, including a jealousy of political activism.


  When Keogh, rumpled, badly shaven, his dark-blue eyes bloodshot, was ushered into the President’s wainscoted sanctum and saw there, waiting for him, the pretty Russian girl, a strange dark bony young man, and the President himself, he perceived immediately that this was a judicial occasion. Up to this moment, he had supposed that the President was going to offer him a job, which he was strengthening himself to refuse. Thinking over the previous evening, in the student social room, he could not imagine now what offense he had given, and a truculent heat rose in him, which he damped by reminding himself that these people were human beings. He concentrated his thoughts on the girl, who was wearing a handsome white wool dress, with a dark purple stripe down the center of it, which he mentally tagged as very expensive. Having been poor all his life and intending to remain so, he had a funny itch to know how much things cost, things, that is, that he would never have—yachts, custom cars, jewels—but this feeling was without rancor on the whole. Furness, whose wrist-watch and tie-pin he had already appraised, pulled up a chair next to him and sat down. The dark young man was sitting in the window-embrasure. To Keogh, it was like a scene from a movie, in the District Attorney’s office.


  The President, whom Keogh cast as Robert Mitchum, came rapidly to the point. “Last night, Mr. Keogh, you spoke to one of our teachers, whom you remembered as a former comrade in the Party.” Keogh sat upright with a jerk. “Whoa!” he protested, but the President went smoothly on. “Don’t jump, please, to false conclusions, Mr. Keogh. We—all of us, my two young colleagues, Mr. Furness and myself—are asking you to tell us in strict confidence what you know about this. We have no idea of using this information in any way, shape, or form. We’re all liberals, believe me”—Keogh sat absolutely still—“and there’s not one of us who isn’t shocked and sickened by the reign of terror in our colleges.” He reached out and selected a pamphlet from one of the bookcases; the others appeared slightly embarrassed, and out of the corner of his eye Keogh saw Furness wink at the Russian girl. “You don’t have to take me on faith,” continued the President, extending the pamphlet to Keogh. “I refer you to my article in the New York Times magazine, which brought me”—he faintly smiled—“a good deal of obloquy from our academic witch-hunters.” Keogh obediently opened the text. “I deal there with my own problems as an administrator in handling an academic freedom case, the case of a man charged, unjustly, as I thought, with communistic tendencies by one of our over-zealous state legislatures.” He chose another pamphlet from the bookcase. “Here,” he said, proffering it, “I deal with the problem in a more theoretical way. Examine it at your leisure; I’d be glad of your opinion. Out where you come from, in California, you know a good deal more, I dare say, than we do about the loyalty issue.” Keogh nodded, rather confusedly, as the President went on to say, warmly, “You’ve probably been in the thick of the fight for academic liberties.” The President leaned dynamically across the desk. “But the man I describe there, the man I welcomed to Jocelyn over the dissent of all the nay-sayers among my trustees and my faculty, is none other than the man you recognized as a former comrade—Henry Mulcahy!” A prankish smile briefly rested on the President’s fine features. “You can see that your revelation has left me, as a liberal pundit, in a rather delicate, not to say embarrassing position. But that of course is not the point. The point is our colleague himself. It would seem now that he perjured himself in his testimony to the legislature—a very serious thing, as you know. I’m not sure myself, without taking legal advice, what the best course is for him now. But to help him—rest assured, we mean to help him, every one of us—we need to know the truth, for Mulcahy’s own protection. Look upon us, if you want, as his lawyers.” He gripped the edge of the desk and his dark eyes gazed warmly into Keogh’s. “Naturally,” he interpolated, “there’s no question of dismissal.” Furness made a wry face, but the President firmly continued. “I can assure you, Mr. Keogh, that your conscience will be absolutely clear on that score.”


  Keogh twisted the President’s two pamphlets in his hands; after the first cursory glance, he made no attempt to examine them. “You don’t have to worry about my conscience, friend,” he said with an insouciant smile. “I don’t know what I’d tell you otherwise, but under the circumstances, I’ll sing, gladly.” “Sing?” wondered the President. “I’ll talk,” said Keogh, laughing. “This bird Mulcahy was never in the Party or near it.” The Russian girl made a joyful sound and clapped her hand to her lips. The men looked sharply at each other. “To me,” remarked Keogh, “that means nothing either way today. I don’t know how you feel. Some of you liberals look on an old Party card as a testimonial to the bearer’s manliness, like a first dose of the clap.” “No,” murmured Furness, smiling. “We are not so innocent. You bring us great relief, I must say. You come among us like a deus ex machina.” Keogh, who was perfectly literate, felt offended by something slurring in Furness’ tone and in the veering stare of his blue eye. “I’m not a worker-robot,” he retorted. “I look on myself as a free individual.” “Please go on, Mr. Keogh,” said the President. “Please,” said the Russian girl, giving Furness an angry look. “I don’t object,” said Keogh. “In the fraction, I was given the assignment of recruiting Mulcahy to the Party. He seemed to be close to us on some things, but when it came to an organizational question, there was absolutely no dice. If I may say so without damage to his present standing in this liberal company”—he bowed—“Hen was very cautious, very much the home-body. Has he still got that wife?” The Russian girl laughingly nodded. “She was there last night; she writes poetry.” “What about the John Reed Club?” said the dark young man. “He came to a meeting or two,” said Keogh. “Under my steering. He stood in the back of the hall, with arms folded, so.” Keogh folded his arms, high on his heavy chest, and looked around the room, sardonically, while the company chuckled. “He asked some satirical questions. Later, he informed me that these lumpen-intellectuals had nothing to say to him. He was one of those birds that are more Communist than the Communists in theory, but you’ll never meet them on the picket-line. A weird, isolated figure, with a talent for self-dramatization.” Everyone nodded, and he went on for some time, analyzing Mulcahy in terms of his class background, his two years at Oxford, his Jesuit schooling, when he recollected that he was talking to Mulcahy’s employer and pulled himself up short, with the sense that already he had perhaps said too much.


  The meeting broke up, with the President’s cordial thanks, and Keogh, to his sorrow, was sent off to breakfast with Furness at a coffee-shop in the old red-brick town. The Russian girl, so she said, had an errand and went off with the dark young man, their heads bent in close conference as they crossed the campus. Furness looked at his wrist-watch with the woven gold strap and called after her, sharply, to be on hand at the close of the morning session. It was already eleven-thirty, and he seemed suddenly peevish and preoccupied. From the moment they sat down to breakfast and he called out, “Miss,” awkwardly, to the waitress, he rubbed Keogh the wrong way. The self-made intellectual dandy was a type Keogh disliked intensely, and he quickly saw that Furness was unsure with him, in some peculiar way, placatory, and at the same time eager to be off. He unfolded the Mulcahy case and Keogh was repelled, both by the story itself, and by the veneer of amused sympathy with which Furness coated it and that seemed to overlay, as in fancy furniture, what Keogh took to be a raw spite and envy. So far as Keogh could see, only the Russian girl and the woman named Alma and the fellow they had just seen called Bentkoop had behaved with a modicum of humanity, and he felt suspicious even of them, as Furness smilingly elaborated the later events of the narrative, like a salesman in a plush store demonstrating the fittings of a suitcase or swiftly knotting a four-in-hand in supple, hairless fingers. The more he considered it, studying the dapper Furness, who patently believed in nothing, not even in himself, nothing, that is, but the amusing warp-and-woof of events and persons, the more he began to feel that the meeting in the President’s office had not been all it seemed. In the light of what Furness was telling him, of feuds and fissions and reversals, their concern for Mulcahy seemed acted. He had a sudden inkling that they would have liked to get the goods on Mulcahy, that whatever he himself had told them they would have been pleased, pleased if Mulcahy were a Communist and pleased, even more, if he were not, since this made him out a liar, which was probably even worse, from a liberal-respectable point of view. “We had to know, don’t you see?” Furness kept drawling in his peculiar, half-cultivated voice, as if he were trying anxiously to drag Keogh in to some disagreeable dark corner of the soul. This insistence on their psychology seemed to Keogh quite spurious and unnecessary. Though the President had assured him that there was no question of a discharge, he wondered now that he had believed him so readily, or rather, not believed him, but dismissed the problem as irrelevant. It was possible, he saw, that he had been very cleverly taken in. The idea that he might have played just now the role of a stool-pigeon or an informer was offensive to his whole sense of himself. He stood up suddenly and asked to use the telephone. Furness, fitting a cigarette into his holder, looked up with a flitting uneasiness, as though he descried his intention; he did not, naturally, have the courage to challenge him. Keogh stepped into the booth, found the Mulcahy number in the telephone book, and got Cathy Mulcahy on the telephone. He asked her to tell her husband, if she could locate him, that he would like to have a word with him whenever it was convenient. Cathy Mulcahy’s voice showed prompt and business-like understanding. “Where are you?” she demanded, succinctly. When he told her, she was silent for a moment, and then her voice came rapidly over the wire. “Tell Furness you want to look up something in the Library. Hen will meet you there, in ten minutes if I can reach him. If not, wait there till somebody comes for you. I’ll try to send a student.” As he came out of the telephone booth, Furness was paying the check at the counter only a few feet off, just barely out of earshot.


  Keogh’s suspicions were fortified, both by Mrs. Mulcahy’s response and by what he took to be an attempt at surveillance on Furness’ part. He held no special brief for Mulcahy, less, if anything, when he saw him again in the Library, but it seemed to him, nevertheless, that he owed Mulcahy this much: to let him know that the President and certain staff-members had been asking questions about him, which he himself had answered, he now thought, too freely. Mulcahy thanked him, pressed his hand effusively, and sped off. He showed no interest in renewing the acquaintance, which relieved Keogh, who watched the tall, pot-bellied figure bolt out the swinging doors with a slight new feeling of dubiety. Should he have kept his mouth shut? He paced up and down, staring into the glass cases, where the books of the poets, including all of his own, were displayed. The middle-aged librarian respectfully bustled up and offered to help him, and this kindness softened him to the college, which looked to him once again like a pretty decent place. He left the librarian and strolled out onto the library steps; across the evergreen-shaded campus, where boys and girls were walking arm in arm, he saw the Russian girl hurrying toward one of the buildings. He had a sudden impulse to call out to her. Did he owe it to her to tell her what he had just told this shit, Mulcahy, etc., etc.? But as the ridiculous question, like a repeating decimal, propounded itself to him, he struck his open left hand a blow with his right fist. No, he inwardly shouted to himself; Keogh, keep out of this, or they will get you. The chapel clock struck one. Within twenty hours, he perceived, they had succeeded in leading him up the garden path into one of their academic mazes, where a man could wander for eternity, meeting himself in mirrors. No, he repeated. Possibly they were all very nice, high-minded, scrupulous people with only an occupational tendency toward backbiting and a nervous habit of self-correction, always emending, penciling, erasing; but he did not care to catch the bug, which seemed to be endemic in these ivied haunts. He drew a draught of spring air, flexed his chest muscles, and signaled to a tall blond girl in a tight turtle-neck sweater, who rode up to him, questioningly, on a bicycle. He knew that he was supposed to be somewhere at this hour; they had given him several purple schedules which he had promptly thrown away, on principle, just as he had tossed the President’s two pamphlets into a large green can under an elm-tree.


  


  Meanwhile, over fried sausages, red-apple rings, fried potatoes, fried chicken, fried onions, in the coffee-shop of the old hotel, the poets who were still on schedule were relenting somewhat toward the conference. The old mountain town was very picturesque, with red-brick dwellings, trimmed in white, with green shutters, fronting directly on the single street, which, from its open end, looked out onto rolling farm country, stone houses and great barns, as onto the land of Canaan seen from Mount Nebo. The young poets were insensible to scenery and to the spirit of history, as well as to good farm-style cooking, but the older poets’ lyres were more attuned to the atmospheric. The resemblance to the Promised Land, first pointed out by Miss Mansell, tempted them into speculations on the influence of the Old Testament on American history. They wondered whether this likeness to the prophesied Canaan had not been seized upon by the early settlers as a form of verification, which had led them into the theological controversies so characteristic of this region, and so much more prolonged and literal than the theocratic rivalries of New England—“These people,” proclaimed the red-faced poet, with a billow of the arm that included the startled waitress and the cashier, “still imagine that they are living in the Bible.” “And up there on the hill, we still imagine it, in our own fashion,” edged in Furness, with a plaintive smile, trying to draw the conversation back to Jocelyn itself. “Our progressive methodology,” he announced, “with its emphasis on faith and individual salvation, is a Protestant return to the Old Testament.” Miss Mansell turned to look at him politely, but the others went on eating, as though he had not spoken. “And our presidents, poor fellows,” he continued, on a diminishing scale of assurance, “live the dishonored life of prophets, a life of exposure and contumely, for trying to put into practice literally the precepts of a primitive liberalism.” The poets still ignored him, except for the whiskered poet, who threw him a glance of fiery rebuke—this was the sort of observation that the poets were supposed to frame, and it was unseemly to have it supplied, ready made up, by jackanapes on the faculty.


  The poets had no interest in Jocelyn or its President, whom they took for granted as the usual money-raiser, not too successful, to judge by the size of the fee. The President they knew generically, and this was sufficient. At a given point in the afternoon’s proceedings, he could be counted on to rise from his seat and put a question that had long been bothering him—why did not modern poetry communicate to him? Somewhat more perplexed than the publishers, but vigorous and manly, he would call on modern poetry to step down from its pedestal and meet with the ordinary man in the marketplace; he would ask for a positive contribution to the vexed debates of our times. This speech, which was not yet known to the President or his faculty, was foreknown to the poets down to the last metaphor, just as the red-faced poet’s extempore speech attacking Eliot was as well known to his confrères as it was to his own wife. And they could anticipate with equal lucidity the attack on themselves that would be launched from some unexpected quarter in the Literature department, an attack which would be backed up, since this was a progressive college, by a sudden foray of students from the audience who would hurl a daring question or two and then fall into silence, nudging each other vainly to start the assault again. The deadly animosity between the professor and the poet was somewhat muted here by the fact that, strangely, there appeared to be only two literary careerists in the Literature department, the young versifier, Ellison, and his ally, Mulcahy, whose empty place still gaped at the long table—both of whom, naturally, were supposedly managing the conference, for ends of their own that had not yet become manifest but which, predictably, had something to do with a power-struggle within the department and a drive toward prestige in the literary world outside. Of the two, the poets preferred Mulcahy, who was a man of some acuity, but they did not indicate this, any more than they gave way to the natural attraction they felt to the little Rejnev girl and her friend, Mrs. Fortune—they had learned not to take sides, even with the losers, which in this case was their instinct. They came to Jocelyn in the same spirit that dentists or doctors attend a professional convention, knowing that the public speeches would be, on the whole, very tiresome, but that, if they could keep out of the way of the faculty, they could drink and visit with their friends. The more experienced they were, the more they considered the whole project to be an affair of mutual exploitation—a contract, like any other, in which they did not intend to be worsted. They gulped their caffeine tablets, therefore, and smiled encouragingly at the little Rejnev girl, who looked very white at the prospect of taking the chair. The red-haired man, Mulcahy, was still absent, which they put down as a black mark in their book.


  


  An hour and a half before, the President had had a shattering experience that altogether eclipsed the poetry conference from his mind, so that he did not, as it happened, make the speech that he would certainly have made under normal circumstances. Without knocking, brushing by the secretary, as she explained later, Henry Mulcahy had burst into the President’s private office, white-faced, malevolent, trembling, and demanded to know what the President had meant by interrogating a visiting poet about Mulcahy’s political affiliations. A shocking scene followed. Mulcahy, as Maynard told Bentkoop, as soon as he could get him on the phone, literally shook his fist in Maynard’s face, threatened to expose him to the A.A.U.P., and to every liberal magazine and newspaper in the country. He was going to write a sequel to the President’s magazine article that would reveal to the whole world the true story of a professional liberal: a story of personal molestation, spying, surveillance, corruption of students by faculty stool-pigeons. A girl-student, he shouted, had already confessed to him in his office, when he faced her with it, a sordid tale of spying assignments given her by the White Russian, Miss Domna Rejnev.


  “What could I do, John?” pleaded the President. “The man is quite mad. My first idea, naturally, was to throw him bodily out of my office. But then, God forgive me, I hesitated. I saw very clearly that he had me in a vise of blackmail. The campus was full of outsiders—these poets, other teachers, publishers, parents. What was I going to do? Fire him? I can’t fire him. He has a contract. I would have to show cause and that would mean, in all probability, a lawsuit. The college can’t afford it. The terrible thing, John, is that, on the surface, everything he says is true. We did interrogate the poet; the people in the Literature department were keeping tabs on him. It’s all twisted, of course, by his warped imagination to give a sinister meaning, but still those things were done. I sat there looking at him and I lost all faith in the power of my denials to convince anybody, even myself. Maybe our behavior did have an ugly little kink in it: I don’t know; I’ve lost the ability to say. Tell me, John—you believe in religion—what am I being punished for?” John made an indeterminate sound. “At that moment,” continued the President, his voice desperately rising, as he tried to laugh, “I looked out the window and saw nuns, nuns on Jocelyn’s driveway, going into the chapel. I thought I had gone mad.” John laughed. “They came for the afternoon session. One of the poets is a convert.” “I know, I know,” said the President, impatiently. “But listen to me, John. Then I said to myself, ‘I will bribe him.’ I actually thought of offering him five years’ salary to leave the campus today. But then of course I saw that that was what he wanted. He would have a club over me for life. He could always say, with truth, that I had tried to bribe him into silence.”


  “So what did you do?” said John, as the President’s voice died away. “I didn’t do anything,” retorted Maynard. “I just sat there. Miss Crewes opened the door a crack to find out what was going on and she saw me sitting there, with my head in my hands, and Hen sitting opposite, cool as a cucumber. She thought I had had a nervous breakdown or a stroke, like the last president, till I looked up and told her to go away.” John laughed. But the President was beyond resentment. “Finally, I raised my eyes and I said to him, ‘What is it you want of me, man? Do you merely want to ruin me or have you an ulterior purpose? Tell me that, please,’ I said, ‘just as a matter of interest, just between ourselves. Are you a conscious liar or a self-deluded hypocrite?’ ” Over the wire, John whistled. “You know what he answered?” asked the President. “He quoted the famous old paradox, the paradox of the liar. ‘A Cretan says, all Cretans are liars.’ That was his answer. As for interpretation, he informed me that the problem was subjective. ‘We’re none of us certain of our motives; we can only be certain of facts.’ And these facts, which he’d already enumerated, could not be denied by me.” John sighed. “Then,” said the President, “he quite changed his tune. ‘I’m not concerned with truth, Maynard,’ he said to me, very straightforwardly. ‘I’m concerned with justice. Justice for myself as a superior individual and for my family.’ ”


  The President’s voice sounded weary. “He claimed the right to pursue his profession, the right to teach without interference or meddling, the right to bring up his family in reasonable circumstances. What could I say? I spoke of my own rights and duties, to the trustees, to the student-body. And he snapped me up immediately. ‘And does that include the duty to interrogate visiting poets on my political affiliations?’ ” Maynard laughed. “I admitted that that had been misguided, and he offered, very sweetly, to accept my apology.” There was a protracted silence. “So?” said John, anxiously. “So,” replied the President firmly, “I concluded that it was best for me to resign.” He heard the young man gasp. “Yes,” he asseverated, with something of his old buoyancy. “I saw that I was too much incriminated. The college would never get rid of him as long as I was at the tiller. With another skipper, who can’t be blackmailed, there’s a fair chance of getting him out. I confess I thought of Samson, bringing down the temple on the Philistines and himself.”


  “Maynard,” cried the young man, protestingly. “You haven’t told him?” “No,” said Maynard. “But Miss Crewes knows and Esther. We’ve already sent off a letter to the head of the board of trustees.” He sighed. “Are the poets gone, by the way?” “I don’t think so,” said John. “I think the party at Howard’s is still going strong.” The President chuckled. “That Miss Mansell, you know—I think she had something to do with giving me courage to do it.” John made an inquiring sound. “I used to be quite a classicist,” said the President, “when I was a kid in high school. I wanted to be a lawyer and Cicero was my hero. That talk on Virgil and that reading brought it all back to me. It was running through my head all the time I was talking to him and he was quoting paradoxes at me. ‘You damnable demagogue,’ I kept cursing him under my breath as I watched him. And then I felt guilty. A demagogue—what does it mean? A leader of the demos or the people. I suppose, in a certain sense, I must be saying farewell to progressivism. At any rate, John, at the very end of our talk, I just looked at him and declaimed the first line of the first Catiline oration.” Taking a firm grip on the telephone, he threw his handsome head back and brave tears of oratory rose into his forensic eyes. “ ‘Quo usque tandem, Catilina, abutere patientia nostra?’ ‘How far at length, O Catiline, will you abuse our patience?’ ” At the other end of the phone, the young man signaled to his wife, who crept up and put her ear to the receiver as the President’s noble voice rolled on.


  


  THE END


  A CHARMED LIFE


  One


  


  JOHN SINNOTT cut his hand trying to raise a stuck window in the downstairs bathroom. They had been established in their new-bought house a month, and John was still doing minor repairs. The summer tenant had left a row of cigarette burns on the upstairs-bathroom mantel, a big grease spot on the rug in the dining room (where he had spilled a platter of steak), a broken windowpane, an ink-stain worthy, as Martha Sinnott said, of Martin Luther on her white writing desk. The tenant was a bachelor lawyer from New York, with a theatrical clientele; and he had paid a very good rent, Martha reminded John, who was inclined to fly into tempers and feel himself misused. You had to expect some breakage, said Martha virtuously. They, too, had broken things in their day, she pointed out, reciting an inventory of their own sins as tenants. But for John it was not the same thing. He declined to compare himself with a tenant who let his friends drive their cars all over the lawn and shoot at bottles when they had been drinking and fall into Martha’s herb box, which she had planted in such a fever that spring, when they came up to get the house ready. John did not think that the fact that the tenant had left some liquor in the cabinet compensated for the damage. Nor did he think that the dining-room rug was the place to carve a steak, even though, as Martha pointed out, the table did wobble.


  He was angry and he grew angrier all through September, as he came upon new scars and scratches, which he no longer mentioned to Martha, for it distressed her to be told of the tenant’s misdeeds, partly for the tenant’s sake and partly for John’s—she feared he was becoming unbalanced. Ever since Labor Day—the day the tenant had vacated—things had not been right between them. Martha, it seemed, had constituted herself the tenant’s advocate, finding excuses for him, palliating, appealing for clemency with big sorrowful brown eyes, like a regular little Portia. And in order to excuse the tenant she would gently indicate the house’s drawbacks—the wobbling table, the erratic stove, the fact that she had not got around to making curtains for the bedroom. This, for John, was indefensible. He was a young man of passionate loyalties and he would hear no word against the house, any more than he would against Martha. He detested her habit of self-criticism; he wished her and hers to be invulnerable.


  He detested it most of all when she was right, or partly right, as she was, he knew, about the tenant. But she did not understand, as if perversely, that his anger at the lawyer was necessary to him, and principally on her account: he could not bear that her house should be treated with contumely. For Martha was in a delicate situation. She ought never to have come back here—and both John and Martha knew it—to the village of New Leeds, which she had left seven years before, when she had run away with John.


  The Sinnotts were a romantic couple. Strangers still glanced after them on the street, wherever they went; waiters smiled; butchers beamed—as if they were morganatic, said Martha, who had begun to find the position ridiculous. It was partly their appearance. Martha was a strange, poetical-looking being, with very fair, straight hair done in a little knot, a quaint oval face, very dark, wide-set eyes, and a small, slight figure; she had been on the stage. John, also, was quite remarkable-looking, tall and small-boned, with high coloring, neatly inscribed features, and dark-brown, stiffly curling hair; he was the son of a military family and was often taken for English. Nobody ventured to guess Martha’s origins; in fact she was the child of a Swedish engineer and an Italian music teacher, who had borne her in Juneau, Alaska.


  On the afternoon of John’s mishap, they were wearing matching white wool sweaters. Martha was sitting in the parlor, on the sofa, with yards of heavy white linen on her lap, making curtains for the bedroom; by her side was a box of brass rings. The scene was just what they had desired when they bought the house—the coal fire burning in the grate, white eighteenth-century panelling, deep window embrasures, the old black horsehair sofa, and Martha sewing tranquilly, like some Protestant pastor’s wife in an old tale, her mother’s gold thimble on her finger. And like the wife sewing in the fairy tale, Martha was wishing for a child. She wanted a center for their life, something, as she said ardently, to live for. Martha was a purposeful young woman; she sought a meaning for everything. She did not understand, yet, why they had come back to New Leeds, and she was waiting, eagerly, for the answer. She could not settle down in the house, as she told her husband, until she knew why they were here.


  But on this particular afternoon she had decided that it was because they were going to have a child, probably, and her soul drew a breath of relief. John did not want a baby, so he flatly said, but he had never made her do anything to prevent it—he would change, Martha assured herself, if she actually became pregnant. With these thoughts running through her head, she was plying her needle contentedly when she heard a funny sound, a sort of muffled howl, that made her think a wild animal had got into the back of the house. This fantastic surmise permitted her to go on sewing steadily, like a sleeper who dreams an explanation for an alarming noise. She had hemmed nearly half a length before she awoke to the fact that the funny sound was her husband, John, in the kitchen. “What is it?” she called out in an angry voice mechanically fending off the knowledge that something bad must have happened to him. She laid aside the material, stabbing in the needle with the resigned, irritable patience of a person who is used to senseless interruptions. A hollow groan answered: “Hurt . . . [gasp] . . . myself.” Then she flew to the kitchen.


  It was a fairly deep, crescent-shaped cut in the cushion of the field of Mars. The blood was spurting into the sink under a stream of cold water from the faucet. In the cellar, the noisy old pump was hammering as if in its death rattle. Martha resisted the impulse to turn the water down. “Let me see,” she begged, but John elbowed her sharply away as she hovered on tiptoe beside him, trying to get a second look at the cut. He kept holding it under the cold water and then licking it, dog style—he clung to the belief that the human tongue was antiseptic. “Bandage,” he gasped, gesturing her off with a look of ferocious hatred. Martha obeyed; she fetched gauze pads, adhesive tape, and scissors from the upstairs bathroom, taking her time, though she had the impression she was hurrying. She was no good at first aid, and minor injuries flustered her. She considered them unnecessary.


  “Poor John,” she asseverated, trying to feel some solicitude as she started down the stairs again. “Poor John.” But as soon as she saw him, scowling, seated at the kitchen table, sucking his hand, annoyance supervened. His moaning and swaying distracted her as she cut the strips of adhesive. When she tried to get the bandage on, she found that the strips were too short. “For God’s sake, let me do it!” her husband exclaimed. Martha’s heart quivered. Her delicate brown eyes opened wide and a tear stood in each of them. As she began to cut fresh strips, in silence, the two tears dropped, like gentle reproaches, onto the cherry table.


  John Sinnott watched her sullenly. He knew that he had hurt her feelings deliberately, and he felt no remorse. Another time, Martha’s honesty and ineptitude would have touched him: she could not pretend to sympathize with what to her was an unseemly display. Appreciative of this—indeed, it was this straightness he admired in her—John nevertheless was enraged. The cut throbbed; he felt sick at his stomach. And he blamed her. Yes, that was the irrational thing. He blamed her, not only for her childish clumsiness with the bandage (she was clever enough with her fingers when it came to cooking and sewing and could make the prettiest tray for you when you were sick in bed with the doctor!) but for the cut itself. The instant his hand had gone through the window, a frantic rage had seized him. He had tried to discharge it elsewhere—on the tenant, the previous owner, the drunken, irresponsible handyman—but it was Martha’s toothbrush and lipstick and pale tortoise combs, lying on the window sill, that claimed the blame. Tears of fury had risen to his eyes. His own toothbrush and hairbrush and toothpaste lay on the sill, too. But he could not see them; all he could see was Martha—her lipstick, which rolled to the floor, her handyman, her tenant, her window. And all he could hear now was Martha’s voice, clear in his memory, murmuring that they ought to have shelves and a medicine cabinet in the downstairs bathroom. He suddenly stamped his foot on the floor and snatched the bandage away.


  This was the way affairs had been going ever since they had come back to New Leeds to make a better life. The slightest thing that went wrong made him see Martha in it, though he would not say so. “I didn’t think of you at all,” he would demur if she protested that he blamed her, whereas in fact she was always in his mind, concealed under the appearance of a windstorm, a bare patch in the lawn, a piece of broken glass, a defective battery. He dwelt in an anthropomorphic world peopled by her impulsive mistakes. Yet the cardinal mistake, which was to come back here at all, he considered his own responsibility. Martha hated New Leeds—that is, its social aspect. This hatred, John had decided, was her safeguard. They could come back here because the place had no temptations for her; she had no wish to be a part of it again. They had come here, he announced, to be alone, so that Martha could write the play that he believed she could do, if she could get the right conditions.


  And what was wrong with that, he furiously wanted to know. He had stern faith in Martha. He had seen her through three years during which she acted on Broadway while studying for her Ph.D. in philosophy, and three more years in which she did odd jobs—writing theater notices, recording novels for the blind, making a new translation of The Wild Duck for an off-Broadway production—and one year that was wasted in false starts on her play. He was used to making decisions and sacrifices on her behalf. He had stuck to a dullish job in the Historical Society, six days a week, so that Martha could be free not to work on radio or television. He had done this voluntarily and over Martha’s protest—she did not altogether like to be believed in. They had come to the country because he had decreed that it was time for them both to be serious, which was impossible in the city, with the telephone going all the time.


  And, morally speaking, there was no reason John could see why they should not have chosen New Leeds; they had no wish to mingle in the community. Yet ever since Labor Day, from the moment they crossed the threshold, each of them had known that they had blundered, and had known that the other knew. But John’s military mentality would not admit of an error once their forces were committed. It incensed him to hear Martha talk blithely of “our” mistake, as she named it. She knew as well as he did that there was no retreat. He had quit his job to come here. Their small capital—the sum of two legacies—was tied up in the house. Every day there were new, unforeseen expenses: yesterday the pump, which Martha had put on the blink by leaving a faucet running; today the window, which would cost a dollar for a new pane, even if he puttied it himself. He had earned no money since they had been here; neither had Martha. She refused to worry about money and kept talking about improvements and additions. After only a month, he was sick at heart and scared. It was ironic for him to think that their seventh wedding anniversary was coming in November; seven years, they had once agreed, was the fatal span for love. At night, he still slept with Martha wrapped tenderly in his arms, but by day, more and more, he sensed that she conspired against him.


  What frightened Martha, for her part, was the ebbing of concern. She had caught herself several times forgetting John’s existence when he had gone to the village for a few hours. They did not even quarrel the way they used to. Now, for example, once the bandage was on, they were no longer cross, though they had given each other ample provocation. He glowered and she looked sad, but underneath, she knew, neither of them felt a single thing. Martha would have liked to go back to the parlor and pick up her sewing or her book, but it did not seem quite polite to do so while John was in pain. John, she saw, wanted to lie down, away from her insistent gaze. But she could not let him be, because they had once been in love. “Lie down now,” she urged, half-heartedly. “I’ll put your things away.” But he at once smelt a reproach in her offer. “I’ll do it,” he retorted. “Just go away and leave me alone.” Martha glanced out the window. The sun was setting, and wood would have to be brought in for the dining-room fireplace before it got dark; if his tools were not put away, the dew would rust them. She knew very well that if he went into the bedroom, he would not come out for some time, and it exasperated her that he refused to know this simple fact about himself. She did not in the least mind getting the wood—why should she? What she minded was his self-deception. In his place, an honest person would have said thank you, and left it at that. She started to speak and halted herself, taking full credit for not saying what was on the tip of her tongue, but her glance out the window had said it all for her. “I’ll do it!” he cried, jumping up. He retired to the bedroom and theatrically slammed the door.


  


  Martha shrugged. He had left her in a cruel quandary. Whatever she did now he would interpret as a criticism. If she left the tools to rust, however, they would criticize him longer. Therefore, Martha tiptoed resolutely out of the house, found his hammer and screwdrivers and puttying knife, shut up the workshop, loaded a barrow full of locust wood, and wheeled it up to the dining-room door. The beauty of the evening, following on the cut and the quarrel, gave her a sense of solitariness. The single golden quince on the bush by the kitchen door, the virid brilliance of the grass in the locust grove, the flock of birds flying southward had a terrible pathos for her, as if they were orphaned in space. She stood in the doorway a long time, feeling sorry for every natural thing that surrounded them. From this vantage point of desolation, she even pitied herself and her husband, impersonally, seeing them as two wan specks, no bigger than the birds against the greenish-gold sky.


  Sighing, she shut the door and laid the fire in the dining room. As usual, immediately after sunset the house turned cold and drafty. She poked up the fire in the parlor, threw on fresh coal, and endeavored to read calmly. But she soon became conscious of the ticking of the unpolished Empire clock on the mantel. She glanced at her wrist watch, which had been losing twenty minutes a day, ever since she went swimming with it in the bay the first week, and at the clock, which gained ten, and tried to get the right time by mental algebra. They were going to miss cocktails, probably, if John did not get up. A surge of fear went through her. Everything in their lives was strung on order and precision. When they had decided to venture to New Leeds, they had said to themselves that they must be orderly and dignified; otherwise, they would surely go to pieces, like everybody else who came here.


  It was an “artistic” community, beyond the commuting range, and Martha knew its perils, perhaps better than anybody, having got away from it whole and able to tell the tale. She had been telling it for years now, with her gay, floating laugh, to incredulous outsiders who thought she was exaggerating when she related the truly horrible mishaps that befell the various “free lances” and their wives who had come here to gather dust, on a pair of small incomes and the revenue from an August rental. People always said that Martha was exaggerating or that she was “very clever,” which amounted to the same thing. But Martha only spoke the literal truth, as John could attest—that was her peculiarity.


  And the essence of New Leeds was a kind of exaggeration. Everything here multiplied, like the jellyfish in the harbor. There were three village idiots, grinning, in the post office; the average winter resident who settled here had had three wives; there were eight young bohemians, with beards, leaning from their pickup trucks; twenty-one town drunkards. In wife-beating, child neglect, divorce, automobile accidents, falls, suicide, the town was on a sort of statistical rampage, like the highways on a holiday week end. Nothing in New Leeds happened once only. When Martha’s house burned to the ground while she was living with her first husband, it was the third house that year to catch on fire. Defective wiring, nodded the old-time winter residents, chewing the fat in the paper store. And while she thought she knew the cause better than the village chorus, the element of repetition still terrified Martha when she remembered the fire; it was as if she had lost, at that time, the principle of individuation and was simply a number in a series.


  Every afternoon, now, when she and John went to the pond to swim, they passed the foundation of the burnt house, still standing, surrounded by lilac bushes. John drove past it as fast as he could, but Martha always turned to look, and then dropped into a mood of despondency. It had been a fire-law violation, pure and simple, that had caused the fire, in her opinion. When the workmen were taking down the ugly old overhead lighting fixture in the dining room, she had let them stuff the wires back into the ceiling and just plaster over. She knew it was a fire hazard, but she had done it to save money, at her first husband’s insistence. And he had not let her tell where the fire had started when the inspector came from the insurance company. It was normal practice, he averred, to cheat an insurance company—they expected it. That was why they charged such big premiums. It was a neurotic desire to ruin him completely that was prompting her to tell the truth, he said. Martha did not think so, but one never could be sure about such things. (Motives did not matter, John and Martha had agreed, the first day they met, seven years ago, on the beach; you should never be deterred from a good action by the suspicion that your motive was bad.) In any case, it still haunted Martha to think that she might have saved the house, or the clothes, at least, and the books and pictures, if she had wakened her snoring mate when she first smelled smoke coming from the direction of the dining room instead of lying there, assuring herself that it was her imagination. They had had a party that night, and though she had not been tight, exactly, she had had five drinks, counting cocktails, and her first husband had still been drunk and was crashing around stupidly in the hedge, like a maddened buffalo, when firemen came.


  Drink, no question, was one of the chief local dangers. Martha said people came here because they wanted to become alcoholics and were looking for a Rome to do as the Romans did in. All artistic communities, she admitted, presented this problem, but New Leeds was worse than most because it had an unusual number of reformed or reforming alcoholics, who threw the drinkers into glum relief. In a village of four hundred souls, there was a strong chapter of the W.C.T.U., to take care of the locals, and a branch of A.A., with regular Wednesday meetings, even out of season, to take care of the “foreigners.” Liquor was one of the things, John and Martha had warmly agreed when they first came up, last spring, to get the house ready for the tenant, that you had to be on guard against. Consequently, they made a point of having just one cocktail when they were alone, at six o’clock. In actual fact they often had two, but when they did, they had begun to look away from each other, in embarrassment, as though not to witness the other’s fall from grace. The joy of drinking was gone. The slender brimming glass had taken on an aspect of fatality; they looked through the pale Martini to the possible future, its precipitate, lying like dark lees in the bottom.


  And it was typical of New Leeds that you could not take a drink without wondering whether you might become an alcoholic. Everything here cast a menacing shadow before it, a shade of future perdition. There was something sinister, John admitted, in the fact that you could not get anything repaired. There was nobody to fix the clock; the man who sharpened lawn mowers had died during the summer and nobody succeeded him; the local laundry service could not clean a suit without tearing and discoloring it; the garage-man’s only accomplishment was the ability to scratch his head. Everything in the village was relentlessly running down, buckling, warping, mildewing—including the human beings. Or so it suddenly seemed to Martha, coming back like an epilogue to announce the changes that had befallen the inhabitants by slow stages: the town highway superintendent become the titular town drunkard, indistinguishable from his predecessor, in faded blue shirt and lurching overalls; the pretty young girls from the soda fountain staring at her as if helplessly from sausage casings of fat; the gay, smart wives mottled and bedizened, fantastically got up in shawls and peasant bangles—when two of them got together, John said, they made the First National check-out look like a fortune-tellers’ convention. New Leeds was, literally, the seacoast of Bohemia. When John looked at the bare patches in the lawn or Martha at her wrist watch, they each felt a stir of terror. The wrist watch, in particular, frightened Martha, for never before in her life had she gone in the water with her watch on, and she could not explain how she had done it, for her wrist, as she repeatedly told John, had felt empty. He, too, she knew, was troubled by the watch incident, just as she today was alarmed and irritated by the cut, which was really too New Leedsian for comfort. They had begun to survey each other mistrustfully. Each feared that if the other let go, for an instant, the construct of their lives would crumble like stale cake frosting.


  


  At the outset, Martha had declared that it was too great a risk to come back, even though her former husband was no longer in the village at all but fifteen miles off, with a new house and a brand-new wife, with a larger income than usual, and a baby. She and John, she said, had all the ominous qualifications for a New Leedsian residence: two tiny incomes, an obscure fame (Martha’s), a free-lancing specialty (John’s), and the plan of doing something original. Why should they be different from the others, who were filed away here like yellowed clippings in a newspaper morgue—the ex-lawyer who ran a duck farm, the oysterman who had gone to Harvard, the French vicomte who had an antique shop in the summer and clerked in the liquor store in the winter, the plumber with his degree in fine arts, the illustrator who had once been married to a screen star, the former Washington hostess who now took paying guests? Many of the New Leedsians had once had talent or ability; you could see the buried traces if you looked for them, as you could find Indian flints and stone arrowheads in the debris on Long Hill. Your typical New Leedsian, as pointed out in the post office, had a name that rang a bell somewhere, far, far away; you felt you should have heard of him even if you hadn’t.


  Why, then, had they come here, Martha’s friends asked her, if the place was as fatal as she said? The answer was that she did not know. Neither she nor John had ever intended such a thing. It had happened by accident. John had been sent by the Historical Society to photograph a house farther down the coast; they themselves had been looking for a place of their own on the seashore. It was a Columbus Day week end, not quite a year ago. The inn they had meant to stay at was closed; they still had friends in New Leeds, and on an impulse they had telephoned them and taken the ferryboat—for the first time in six years. Martha had forgotten how beautiful New Leeds was out of season, with its steel-blue fresh-water ponds and pine forests and mushrooms and white bluffs dropping to a strangely pebbled beach. “There’s a house for sale here,” suggested their hostess, with a shrewd offhand look at both of them as they sat side by side on her sofa. “Oh, no,” said Martha quickly. But she had given in, and they had all gone to look at it, just for the fun.


  It was, alas, a house she remembered—her favorite house in New Leeds, a pale-yellow eighteenth-century cottage with two red brick sides, set in a green locust grove, with a little avenue of poplars. They picked a single silver-pink climbing rose from a trellis—Mrs. Van Fleet, thought Martha, giving it to John for his button-hole. There was a spring somewhere back in the woods, the real-estate agent said, and an abandoned house site with lilacs and white old-fashioned double narcissi—thirty-five acres of land and the whole thing dirt-cheap. The agent remembered Martha, very gallantly, and politely gave no hint of remembering John, who had been here only two weeks that momentous summer. It was the nicest house, by far, and the cheapest they had seen anywhere—early eighteenth century, John concluded after examining the doors and fireplaces. It was a little shabby, but they liked that. There was an outside study for John, and a workshop, with an old chimney; there were apples, pears, grapes, roses, box; they could rent it in the summer months, if they wanted, and make a very good income. There was no heating, but they could put in an oil floor furnace or get along the first year with kerosene stoves. The woods were full of timber, and every room had a fireplace, which would see them through till Thanksgiving. It had electricity, a bathroom and a half, and some furniture.


  Martha had agonized over the decision, for it was hers, of necessity, everybody saw, sympathetically. Three times in two days Martha told the real-estate agent that they could not take the house, and twice she came back to get the key again. They all picked boletus in the woods, and John found the spring; they picnicked and swam in the bay. Their host and hostess pressed and reasoned. New Leeds had changed a lot, they told John. Martha’s first husband almost never came here any more; there were some nice new younger people who played chamber music and read plays and poetry aloud. Last week, they had done “Tartuffe,” in French, with the vicomte. If Martha and John settled here, they could have a little amateur theater. Martha felt herself weakening. Why not? As her hosts, the Coes, said, her first husband did not own the peninsula. She and John would not have to see the old crowd or go to parties. “Give me one reason why not,” Warren Coe begged, and Martha could only answer that it seemed in poor taste. But even John thought this was rather silly. Lots of the wives and husbands, too, came back with new spouses, the Coes assured him, and nobody thought a thing of it. Martha nodded, dubiously. The last night, in bed in the Coes’ studio, she had waked John up and begged him not to let them buy the house; he had kissed her tearful cheek and promised, solemnly. Two months later, on John’s birthday, they had telephoned the realty agency and agreed to send the down payment.


  It was fate, they concluded. For good or ill, it was intended for them. Their conventional friends said, “Aren’t you very courageous?”—hinting both at the past, for there had been a considerable scandal, and at the fact that the house, as it turned out, was a bargain because the previous owner had committed suicide in the workshop. John and Martha had laughed and shrugged. They liked to be brave; dauntlessness was their medium. The fact that Martha trembled gave a shimmer to their exploits. They had bought the house because, as Martha explained to sundry perplexed listeners, they were afraid of being afraid to buy it. They rose to the challenge. Martha was now thirty-three and John was thirty-two, but they never refused a risk. And they had known perfectly well, despite the Coes’ assurances, that they would have to run the gauntlet of the village curiosity.


  Martha’s story was famous, and not only from her own telling. She had left her first husband’s second house in the middle of the night, in a nightgown, driving his Plymouth sedan, which ran out of gas and stranded her on the road to John’s cabin, so that she had had to get out and walk, and was picked up by the milkman—tear-streaked, with loose hair and torn mules. He “delivered her to the feller with the milk,” and passed the tale on his rounds, wherever a goodwife was up. It was not literally true that she had left the town forever in her nightie, as New Leeds gossip told it; she had gone back the next morning in John’s shirt and rolled-up seersucker pants, with her hair in a braid, and packed her clothes while her husband was scouring the village for her in the town taxi. Nor was the nightgown transparent. Nor had she made love with John until that night or uttered a word against her husband during the twelve afternoons they had talked together on the beach; she had been guilty before, but not with John.


  Nor—she now said to herself, gritting her teeth—had she stolen the wretched Plymouth, pace her husband’s partisans; it had been repossessed by the financing company, when her husband, unnerved by the debacle, had ceased to make the monthly payments. Nor, to conclude, had she left a child behind—not her own, at any rate; his—a six-year-old boy, whom she had rescued, as a matter of fact, in the fire, when his own father had forgotten him. She was not responsible when the child died the following year, of natural causes, not of his father’s neglect, which was a tale she never concurred in, though to those who knew the father it had a certain plausibility.


  


  Martha eyed the clock. It occurred to her that John (dear John, she murmured to herself, thinking with horror of her first husband) might have fallen asleep. In gratitude to him as her remembered deliverer, she fought down the impulse to go and see whether he would like a cocktail now. He is suffering from shock, she said to herself, tenderly; he needs rest; when he feels better, he will come out by himself. But all the while her nervous demon kept asking whether he realized what time it was. So long as he lay there, shut off in the bedroom, she could not read, she could not even start cooking the supper, for these activities seemed to her discourteous in view of his cut. Under the circumstances, there seemed nothing she could do, appropriately, but muse. She lit a cigarette, feeling even for this a little heartless, and threw the match into the fire.


  In the stillness, her critics spoke up. Ever since she and John came back here, she had felt surrounded by criticism—whenever she entered a store, with her head held high and her arm linked through her husband’s, not seeking to be recognized. She knew this feeling to be senseless; she had always been popular in the village. But when a storekeeper, wiping his hand on his apron, and shooting it out across the counter, would roar, “Glad to see you back, Missus,” she felt a ridiculous gratitude. However, some of the natives seemed to know her all too well. “Notice you’re back,” said the fish-man softly, gutting a bass in his smelly shop. “Long time no see.” She did not even remember him, she protested, and yet he called her “Martha” in a voice that made her squirm. If she had not had John, she said, her bewildered mind would have toppled at the things that had evidently been said about her, about both of them, here in New Leeds, and were still being said, apparently, if the Coes’ hints could be trusted. She could almost believe she was dreaming and that the awful stories were true, rather than think the opposite: that people deliberately made them up. They were still harping, for example, on the dead stepchild. John had been furious with Jane Coe for telling her this; he knew how agitated Martha got over such things. It appalled her that the village mind was still churning up the past, tossing the old dirty linen back and forth impersonally, like one of the washing machines in the new laundromat. This was an aspect of their return that neither of them had ever foreseen: that Martha would be thrown back, seven years, into her own ancient history, to start up all the old battles, defensively, as if they had never been won.


  She tried now, loyally, to stop thinking about the dead stepchild, for she knew John disapproved. But she could not forgo defending herself. She had honestly—yes, truly—done her best by the boy; the proof was that so many people had thought he was her own child. When she ran away, she had felt dreadful about leaving him; John could support that. Coming back that final morning, she had even had the crazy notion of taking the child with her—a thing quite impossible, of course, unless she and John had been willing to be kidnappers and hide out for the rest of their lives. Nobody, she said to herself, had the right to expect that of her, and was there anybody who dared say that she ought to have sacrificed herself and stayed with her husband for the child’s sake? Nobody but that hateful man himself, who in fact had used that as an argument when he wrote to her in New York, telling her that he would not connive at a divorce—a strange argument, forsooth, when he had always been jealous of her affection for the boy, terming it their “unholy alliance.” And of course it would have been unhealthy for the child if Martha had sacrificed her life to him; the poor babe would have been poisoned by the fumes of renunciation. . . . There was no reason whatever why she should not have done what she did.


  And yet, at this very moment, irrationally, Martha was troubled by the thought that if she had stayed, Barrett might have lived. Self-flattery, no doubt, she said to herself with a wry little shrug, stamping out her cigarette. She knew very well, moreover, that she had not hesitated long about leaving him. Martha was not sentimental: just as she was recalling, sadly, how she had grieved over Barrett’s death, her memory tapped her sharply, like a teacher’s ruler, and reminded her that she had not given Barrett a thought during the months when he must have been sickening; she had forgotten clean about him until she learned he was dead.


  This clarity of mind, as she grew older, was more and more wearisome to Martha. She was tired of knowing the truth as it piled up, leaving less and less room for hope and illusions. John, she thought, was the same. He, too, was beginning to see things in this clear, sharp light. They still “loved” each other, but this love today was less a promise than a fact of life. If they could have chosen over again, neither would have chosen differently. Neither of them knew anyone they would have preferred to the other. They could not even imagine an ideal companion they would put in the other’s place. From their point of view, for their purposes, they had had the best there was. There lay the bleakness; for them, as they were constituted, through all eternity, this had been the optimum—there was no beyond. There was nothing.


  And if this, thought Martha trenchantly, was “maturity,” she did not care for it; she would almost rather be dead. It had occurred to her more than once, as a speculation, that perhaps she was dead. This was what she would have said, probably, if she had sat by as a commentator and watched herself crawl back here. But, not being a commentator, Martha still had hope. She was just the opposite of John; she would not admit that she had hope, while he would not admit that he despaired. She was afraid to. She feared that this hope might be an illusion, which she had in common with every wreck and derelict who had floated up on the beach. It might be nothing more than the old “free will” of the philosophers, which was a part of the apparatus of consciousness and told nothing one way or the other about reality.


  To think that such a hope was still alive in the twenty-one chronic town drunkards, in the barbital addict and the three village idiots, no doubt, as well as in all the beached failures and second-raters of the twenties and thirties, was ludicrous from the outside—Martha could assure them of that—but nobody could see himself from the outside, not even Martha at her most objective, when she seemed to be straining out of the window of her nature, to catch a glimpse of John and herself in the round.


  Martha heaved a sigh. She yawned from hunger. The more one knew, the less one could predict, it seemed. In human life, as in palmistry, no sign had a fixed meaning. In the workshop, last week, they had found an old book of the hand, which Martha said, after study, was just as reliable as psychoanalysis; you could make palmistry match your life just as well as Freud’s theories, assuming you thought you knew what your life was. John’s right hand, for instance—his “made” hand—had no fate line, which could mean that he had entrusted his fate to Martha—they had both seen this, wryly smiling, the minute he stretched out his palms to her. They had found poor Barrett, too, in both their hands, with the bad-luck sign around him, which made Martha say—a thing she half believed—that Barrett was the reason they had not been able to have a child yet, though the doctor had found nothing wrong. It was a punishment laid on her. If she had decreed that they should kidnap Barrett, John, she knew, would have done it; he had had faith in her nobility of purpose.


  A deeper sigh escaped her. Then she stiffened on the sofa. She had heard a stirring from the bedroom. There was a loud yawn, a creaking of bedsprings, a slow, dragging step. Her heart bounded. She declined to be hurt because he had slammed the door. Indeed, she had almost forgotten it, which was the way all their quarrels ended nowadays. Another sign—but how to read it? She went quickly to meet him in the kitchen. As he came out of the bedroom door, his hair was rumpled and his face was creased, but his high, boyish color had come back. Evidently he had been sleeping. This at once relieved and slightly irritated her. She looked at his hand; the blood had soaked through the bandage, but the actual bleeding had stopped. “You’re better,” she said gaily.


  “It still hurts,” he protested. “But you’re better,” she repeated. “You looked awful before. You glistened like a sweating piece of store cheese.” She smiled, trying to cajole him, as if the “old” John of an hour before were a trying guest they had got rid of and were now ready to discuss. He flexed his hand and made a rueful face. Martha looked at him in alarm. “It really hurts?” she cried, with a shiver of sympathy. And all at once she was flooded with penitence. “Do you think you cut a tendon?” she timidly asked. But John seemed to read her thoughts, which were rushing ahead to death and judgment. “Don’t be a goose,” he said calmly. “Why don’t you make us a drink?”


  Martha looked at her watch. She was thinking of the doctor’s office hours, which were doubtless the same as they had always been—seven to nine in the evenings. She did not like the idea of John’s sitting in the doctor’s waiting room (if she could get him there) with liquor on his breath. The story would get around that he had hurt himself when drunk, like all the other New Leedsians, who were always catching on fire, falling into open wells or sunken gardens, tripping on stairs, crashing up in their cars. At the same time, Martha yearned for the festivity of cocktails, and John, no doubt, needed it. She suddenly perceived that if she hurried and forgot about the doctor, they could have dinner almost on time and a drink before it too; the day would be almost a normal day, after all, as if the cut and the quarrel had never been. “All right,” she agreed. “An Old-Fashioned?” He nodded, approvingly. Martha’s Old-Fashioneds were a sign of love. She did them with bourbon, no fruit, and half a lump of sugar, in their best glasses, rubbing the rims with orange peel and lemon peel and putting in a silver muddler. As she set John’s drink before him and got a chicken out of the icebox and an onion from the vegetable bin, she was happy again. She had just remembered somebody’s telling her that the present doctor here was a penicillin fiend, and her conscience was at rest: John said you could not trust a doctor who trusted to penicillin.


  “Talk to me,” he ordered, pointing to the chair opposite him. “I ought to start the supper,” said Martha, indicating the cut-up chicken. “Let me just put it on,” she pleaded. She poured olive oil into the frying pan, turned up the heat, and in a minute threw in the chicken. “Excuse me,” she murmured and hurried out the door with the flashlight. She came back with a bunch of thyme and parsley, got out the chopping board and the onion, and sat down across from him with her drink. “I love you,” she announced.


  But he had sunk into despondency. “I wonder whether you do,” he said, frowning, and pulling at the bandage, which was stiff with dried blood. “Sometimes, Martha,” he went on, raising his eyes, “I think it’s all words with you.” Martha’s eyes widened. “That’s what He used to say,” she cried—so they usually spoke of her first husband, as a capitalized pronoun. “So you told Him you loved him, too,” observed John. Martha shook her head. “No,” she said earnestly. “Never?” John pounced. “Hardly ever,” conceded Martha. The truth was she could not remember saying it, but she supposed that now and then she must have, when asked, from politeness. “What did he mean, then,” demanded John, “by saying it was all words with you?” “I don’t know,” said Martha heavily. “He might have been talking about Barrett.”


  There was a strained silence. Ever since they had been back, Martha had been encountering these discrepancies. A phrase or an incident from her first marriage would suddenly crop up in her memory, like a piece in a jigsaw puzzle that seemed to have come from the wrong box. The horrifying thought that there could be a similarity, a common element in her two marriages, had struck her more than once recently. She kept going back to the past for reassurance, to remind herself of the differences.


  “Did I ever tell you,” she now murmured, “about the time I hit Him over the head with a highball glass?” John frowned and shook his head. “Oh, yes,” she said gaily. “Two stitches.” She watched him nervously to see what he thought of this revelation. He was shocked. “Of course, I had provocation,” she added. “But can you imagine me doing such a thing?” “No,” he said in a flat voice, glancing almost suspiciously at her frail figure and candid, innocent face. “That’s the way I was then,” she declared, sighing. “You can’t conceive it, John.”


  “I don’t believe it,” he said stoutly, his features becoming very prim and precise. “You were just the way you are now when I met you.” Martha shook her head. “That was because of you,” she explained. “You made me nice. And now I’m relapsing.” She glanced at his hand. “Look!” she cried. “It’s bleeding again!” And in fact, while they had been drinking the Old-Fashioneds, a little fresh blood had seeped through the bandage.


  “It’s nothing,” said John. “I’ve been using my hand, that’s all.”


  Martha turned pale. “See?” she said. “That’s typical. Up to this minute I hadn’t thought to notice which hand it was.” It was the right hand, of course. “And the bandage isn’t sterile, either,” she continued in an excited, self-accusatory tone. “I dropped it on the kitchen table.”


  John laughed. “Nothing is sterile,” he said.


  “We must get you to the doctor!” she exclaimed. “I don’t trust myself to take care of you. I don’t even know any more whether I love you or not. I don’t trust myself in anything.”


  He smiled. “You love me,” he said. “Go on with the dinner.” “Do I?” demanded Martha, looking at him eagerly and hopefully. He nodded. Suddenly she began to laugh. “What a ridiculous question!” she said, in her normal, light, clear voice. “How absurd. I sound completely mad. Am I?” “Have another drink,” John replied. “I don’t think we should,” said Martha, beginning to slice the onion. He poured a second drink for himself. “Well, half,” she said, when he held the bottle over her glass.


  She jumped up to turn the chicken in the pan, returned to her seat, and started chopping the onion and the herbs with determination, resolved to be matter-of-fact and cheerful—the way John liked her. “Did I ever tell you,” she began, smiling faintly, “about the Youngs’ Assumption Day party? It’s the climax of the social season. All the New Leeds irregulars are there with their service stripes and wound badges. It’s like a veterans’ convention. It happens every year, and every year the doctor is busy from midnight to dawn with splints and bandages. The drugstore lays in an extra stock of Covermark. The ambulance driver used to say that he slept with his clothes on that night. Even the animals get hurt. Sandy Gray threw a knife at Ellen one time and hit their French poodle. There was a big scandal in the town because the new doctor wouldn’t sew up the dog’s wound. The Grays were furious; the old doctor always treated dogs.” “Did the dog die?” sharply interposed John. “No,” said Martha. “Of course not. Nobody dies. Hardly ever. That’s it; they just get crippled.” “It seems to me,” observed John, “that you’re all wrong about the death principle you keep harping on. The inhabitants, from your own account, seem to bear a charmed life.” He set his lips somewhat primly, as though he had scored a telling point. Martha ignored the bite in the word “harping.” “It could be,” she mused, looking up at him with wondering eyes. “Yes, of course, it could be. But you could read it the other way, too. They could be dead already. You can’t kill a ghost, you know.” She reflected. “That’s exactly what I feel like,” she confided, elated by the discovery. “A revenante. One who comes back.” To emphasize the point, she brought the knife down hard on the onion, which slipped from her grasp; her left fore-finger slowly began to bleed.


  They stared at each other incredulously. “We’re just like the others,” whispered Martha. They both began to laugh, in loud, resonant peals. The whole house seemed to laugh; the pans rattled on the kitchen walls. “Sh-h-h,” said Martha. “Somebody might hear.” Though there was nobody for miles about, John modulated his amusement. “Who?” he muttered. “Why, the Fates,” said Martha, with a sort of wild gaiety. “They can hear that we’re laughing at them.” “I thought,” retorted John, “that we were laughing at ourselves.” “It’s the same thing,” pointed out Martha. “You’re not supposed to laugh at a joke life is playing on you.”


  She held up her dripping finger ruefully, like an admonishment. “We’re just like the others,” she repeated. “ ‘He hath put down the mighty from their seats.’ ” John nodded. For the first time, he let himself yield to Martha’s sibylline wisdom. She was right, he said darkly to himself: they should never have come back here. And at once he felt pity for her, as for any doomed, fluttering creature; he thought of the bird that had been caught last week in the chimney. “Come here,” he ordered. He took a gauze pad from its envelope and wrapped it around her finger. “Poor mouse,” he said tenderly. “Poor, frightened, jumpy mouse.” He put an arm about her as she stood leaning against him. “Poor John,” she replied. They smiled sadly at each other; the air was cleansed of reproaches. “So where do we go from here?” he muttered, rhetorically, tightening his arm about her waist.


  But Martha had made up her mind. “To the doctor, of course,” she said lightly, whirling out of his embrace. She threw the chopped vegetables into the pan with the chicken, poured in some white wine, turned the stove on low, and went into the next room to telephone. “The doctor will wait for us,” she reported, coming back. John did not protest. He had decided to trust her. Her own cut was not serious, but it was a warning that his must be attended to; this was Martha’s logic. “We’ll have liquor on our breath,” he said mildly. Martha shrugged. “And people will say we’ve been fighting,” she added. “Don’t you care?” inquired John, as he rose and let her put his coat around his shoulders. “No,” she said. “After all, it’s true—in a way.”


  They went out into the starry night.


  She was happy, he saw, as she always was when she had come to a decision. In despair, Martha found hope. The notion that they were just like the others had lifted her spirits. She did not really believe it, he suddenly perceived. More than ever now, she felt that they were different. She was a little tipsy and she stumbled. “Don’t fall into the herb box,” she cautioned, with a giggle. John took her arm firmly in his.


  Two


  


  JANE AND WARREN Coe had asked the Miles Murphys over from Digby for the day. Everybody in New Leeds had been counting on Jane to do it; the community wanted to know how Miles Murphy was taking his second wife’s return. “Why, it’s simple as pie,” Jane had been scoffing, cheerfully, all summer long. “I’ll just ask them down. They won’t see anything strange in it. We always ask them down in October, to go for a walk or something. Don’t we, Warren?” “Nearly always,” emended Warren, who was a very conscientious person. “Why, if we don’t ask them this year,” yawned Jane, through September, “Miles will be hurt. Miles is awfully touchy. He’ll think it’s because of Martha.”


  Nevertheless, when the appointed day came, both the Coes felt uneasy. They were afraid Martha would find out, and though, of course, it was not Martha’s business whom they asked where, they now wished they had told her. The most horrible contingency had presented itself to Warren, a poor sleeper, during the night: he imagined Martha and John, out for a walk on the beach, surprising him and Jane with the Murphys. “Wouldn’t that be awful?” agreed Jane, in a solemn whisper, when he confided this fear to her at breakfast. She clapped her hand to her cheek and dropped her big, undershot jaw, staring at Warren over the toaster. But secretly she was excited by the prospect; her schoolgirlish heart throbbed to adventure. She liked the plot to thicken, so long as she and Warren could figure in it as innocent spectators. “How could I know?” she already heard herself lamenting, her irrepressible giggle starting to make its way up, like a bubble, from her solar plexus. Just the same, she was nervous. She let Warren have his way about the choice of picnic site: even though the cove was tame, compared to walking out on the breakwater, it was safe because Martha hated it. Both Martha and Miles Murphy could be dangerous enemies, she said thoughtfully.


  The Coes had no enemies. They were the best-liked couple in New Leeds. Jane was a big, tawny, ruminative girl, now thirty-eight, who played the oboe and the bagpipes. She had a fresh, orangey, milkmaid’s complexion and round, curious blue eyes that kept rolling in their sockets; she liked to sit crosslegged and always looked as if she were still wearing a middy blouse and bloomers. Her maternal grandfather, a German chemist, had invented a children’s laxative, and her grandfather on the other side, also German, had done very well in the sheet-music business. Unlike the other New Leedsians, she had never had to worry about money. Though you could not tell it from the way they lived, she was said to have a capital of more than half a million very shrewdly invested by her mother’s man of business. Besides this, Warren had a tiny income that had been left him by his father’s bachelor brother, who was something in shipping in New Orleans: Jane had a multitude of cousins but Warren’s family, on both sides, was dying out; his father had died young, and his mother was an invalid.


  Warren was an only child. He was now fifty, but you would never guess it. He had an eager, boyish face, rather like a bird’s, with a thin, beaked nose and bright spots of color, high in either cheek. He had fair, thin hair, which Jane always cut for him, using professional clippers, so that he had the mazed look of a person just out of a barber’s chair. His frame was slight and thin-chested. He smiled a great deal, happily, and had a habit of raising himself on the balls of his small feet, as if he were trying to see over the heads of a crowd. This alert, expectant air was always with him. He seldom sat down, for before he came to New Leeds he had taught for nearly twenty years at a school of design and had spent his days and nights moving about from easel to easel, looking over shoulders. He was a very excitable, forward-gazing person, very moralistic and high-principled; every moment was an adventure to him. Warren loved his relationship with Jane; they told each other all their thoughts, exclaiming over the differences. Jane was indolent; he was full of ginger. Jane was a bit unscrupulous; he was an idealist. Jane was equable; he was easily cast down. But they shared an appetite for life that woke them every morning, greedy for the new day, to be divided, fairly, between them, like a big fresh apple.


  This greed for experience was their innocent vice. They did not smoke, except for Jane’s occasional denicotinized cigarette; they drank in extreme moderation, often from the same glass: “I’ll just take some of Jane’s,” Warren usually proffered, partly because he hated to waste anything and partly for the fun of sharing. They never touched real coffee. When they were alone, they ate whatever health food Jane had been reading about—yogurt, wheat germ, figs, vitamin soups made in the blender with nine raw vegetables. Yet they were not cranks; like good children, they cleaned their plates when they were out to dinner and came back for seconds. They appreciated fine cooking but thought it unfair to Jane to keep her standing over a hot stove when nature outdoors was so beautiful. They loved long walks, and Warren was a systematic nudist, though he always took pains not to give offense to the neighbors; it shocked him to see some of his friends stripping on the beach, in plain view of an old lady who sat in her second-story window with field glasses.


  They seemed utterly different from the other New Leeds people—a thing Jane often pondered on, aloud, in a dreamy reverie, studying her bare toes in her Mexican thong sandals and half-wondering whether she was getting a callous. You would never have thought, she said, that she and Warren would fit in; they were too normal. And yet they were crazy about it; and in ten years’ residence—they had come during the war when Jane had been certain the small city they lived in would be bombed—they had become an indispensable fixture. They were the social center of New Leeds; they supposed it was just because they were so normal. They served as a sort of switchboard that plugged in on the various crisscrossed lines. “We’re just a public utility,” said Warren with his mild, happy smile. In all the years they had been here, they had never had a fight with anybody, not even with Miles Murphy, who had fought with nearly the whole town at the time of his divorce from Martha. They had managed to keep his friendship while refusing to take sides. “I have a lot of respect for Miles,” Warren still reiterated, after seven years; he was not afraid to say it to Martha. As he explained to her when he was painting her portrait last month, he liked her because he could say to her the things he really thought. Loyalty to a side, he said, had been instilled in him by his southern mother, but he now thought you had to be loyal to all sides, to the truth as you saw it, which, when you came down to it, meant being loyal to yourself. Cleaning his brushes, he watched Martha anxiously to see if she followed his thought. He had a way, he knew, of making things that were simple, darn it, to other people very complex to himself, but Martha always listened, with her absent, encouraging nod. “Probably it’s an old idea to you,” he said apologetically, and Martha smiled. She never tried to deceive him. “I value that quality!” he always cried when her candid tongue was aspersed.


  What he valued in Miles was something different—Miles’s intellectual equipment. Sitting on the beach, in the noonday sun, he felt thrilled, as always, by Miles’s mind. The man was not attractive physically. He was a fat, freckled fellow with a big frame, a reddish crest of curly hair, and small, pale-green eyes, like grapes about to burst. His large face, with its long plump crooked nose, was flushed from the efforts of his digestive tract: lobster shells and the bones of two fried chickens lay piled up, waiting to be buried; two empty Moselle bottles, from Jane’s father’s cellar, lay on their sides in the sand. As usual, after eating and drinking, Miles was breathing heavily, like a spent athlete: he gave the impression of virtuous fatigue even when he had been over-indulging. But he had a brilliant mind, and beside him Warren felt very humble. It was Warren’s great sorrow that he had gone straight from a military academy into art school; he had missed the experience of college. Miles had been educated by the Jesuits at Fordham, and from there he had gone on to Heidelberg and the Sorbonne and the London School of Economics. Later on, for a brief time, he had studied with Jung at Zurich. There was scarcely anything Warren could think of that Miles had not done; he had been a successful playwright, with a hit show, about the Jesuit fathers, running on Broadway when he was only twenty-three, a boxer, practically professional, who used to work out with Hemingway, a psychologist, a lay analyst, a writer of adventure stories, a practicing mystic, a magazine editor. He was on that kick, as he called it, when he met Martha, who was just a girl graduate at the time. He was the type, said Jane, that was very attractive to women; he had had three wives and innumerable mistresses and a couple of illegitimate children, besides the present baby and the little boy who had died. And of course, he was a heavy drinker, which proved, according to Martha, that he really cared nothing about women. All heavy drinkers, she had insisted, were sexless underneath—a remark that had been bothering Warren for years. Warren had a very good memory, which he had never thought of as a handicap or an anti-social trait before he came to New Leeds. He used to store up the things his friends said and come back later, if need be, for clarification, after he had turned them over in his own mind. But here, when he reminded people of something they had said five years before, they either did not remember having said it or announced, lightly, that they had changed their opinion. This vagueness and instability put Warren in a dreadful state; he felt as if he held a ring of keys to fascinating cabinets that had had their locks changed privily by some malicious prankster. Looking at Miles now, for instance, brooding and silent, with his scarred chin sunk onto his chest, smoking a cigarette that his new wife had lit and put between his lips, Warren felt as if he might possibly have the key to him in that long-ago observation of Martha’s. But when he had recalled it to her, timidly, in another connection (for he did not see quite how it worked, Freudianly), Martha had made a grimace and said, with a rueful glance at John, “Oh dear, did I say that?”


  Warren hungered for serious conversation, which was one of the reasons he had recently turned from nature to portraiture; he liked to draw the sitter out. On other occasions, he was constantly being disappointed, though New Leeds was full of people who had had interesting lives. “I’d like to get your point of view,” he would say, finally, at a cocktail party, to the person he had been waiting patiently to query, but the person, like as not, was tipsy by the time Warren got to him or else only wanted to gossip. Watching Miles today, Warren had the premonition that he was going to be disappointed again. Last year, when the Murphys had come down, Miles had been very interesting; he had advised Warren to read Nietzsche, and Warren had been looking forward to a renewal of the discussion. He had several points he wanted to make; he had underlined passages in the Modern Library Zarathustra that seemed to contradict some things Miles had said about Nietzsche’s thought. But Miles, when he had arrived this noon, had promptly turned the subject aside. “The translations are all terrible,” he said briskly. “You can’t understand Nietzsche if you don’t read him in German.” Warren, for a second, had been mad as a hornet; a few years ago, the same thing had happened with Plato. A point had come up, and Miles had said, “Read the Republic,” and when Warren had done it and called up Miles in New York, all primed on the cave myth, Miles had told him that you couldn’t understand Plato except in the original. Reminded of his earlier admonition, he had said, “I don’t remember it. I must have been drunk.”


  Still, Warren had not yet given up hope of the afternoon. It all depended on chance. Miles, as Jane said, was a moody soul. It was the mixture of blood in him; he was half Irish and half German. Miles himself said it was the devil of a combination; when he was in black spirits, he talked about himself as a mongrel and blamed his parents for marrying. That was his Irish mood. On his German side, he was more poetic and visionary. He had a theory that the Germans and the Irish were all the same mystic people—Celts, and he used Jane’s tawny hair to prove it. He got his own red hair, he told them, from his mother’s family. He had an affinity with Jane; he liked to get her to talk about her German ancestors. That was why she always brought up the Moselle from her father’s cellar for him. Warren was interested in Jane’s ancestors too; the family’s scientific interests had opened his eyes to a whole new side of life and changed the direction of his painting. But he always felt a little disturbed when Miles got going on Friedrich Barbarossa—it made him think of the Nazis. In another mood, however, Miles would give the Germans what-for and say their trouble was they had never been Christianized properly, except the people in the Rhineland, where Jane’s family came from.


  Like all the outstanding people Warren had ever known, Miles was inconsistent. Today he might suddenly stand up and shake himself and tell his wife they were going home. Or he might come to the studio, where Zarathustra was laid out, and talk for the rest of the day. And the wife and baby would have to wait till he was ready to go, even if it was the middle of the night. One night, last winter in New York, the Coes had heard, the baby had nearly been smothered under the overcoats on a bed at a wild party. Miles had a theory about children; he thought you should treat them rough until they reached the age of reason, which he set at eight or nine, the year the child was able to learn its catechism and prepare for its first communion. This theory, Warren admitted, made him see red. And Miles meant it furthermore; he was not just talking through his hat. For a hard-boiled unbeliever, Miles had a strange admiration for the rules and observances of the church; Mother Church, he said, was a great little psychologist—look at the confessional. And he thought Spare the Rod was sound psychology too, up to the age of reason.


  The baby, at present, was lying on a blanket, sucking a chicken wing. Helen Murphy had carried him down the beach on her back, in a sort of fishnet bag that Miles had designed for her. Miles did not believe in sitters, and they had never been able to keep a servant—not for lack of money, for Helen had plenty, but because of Miles’s tempers and drinking habits. Warren sat looking at the baby; he loved children and he and Jane were childless. The two women were talking in low voices; Miles had sunk into abstraction. Warren undid the white handkerchief he wore around his head, like a housemaid’s dust cap, to protect his brain from the sun. He leaned over to the baby and, smiling, began to wiggle his ears. He knew Miles was watching him, sardonically, from narrowed, slightly bloodshot eyes, but in such matters as these Warren was a fearless traditionalist. The baby, to his joy, smiled back. At this moment, Jane chose to mention the Sinnotts. Warren’s heart sank; he slumped into the sand. He felt, as he said later, about as big as a minute. Jane’s curiosity, brimming out of her big round eyes, gave the show away. He was cross as the dickens. He and Jane had compacted not to mention Martha unless Miles or Helen did it first, but when it came to gossip Jane was weak and disloyal, like a bad little girl. She was now looking rather shamefaced, her eyes cast down and a tentative grin twitching her wide red mouth; later she would say that Miles would surely have thought it funny if she had not mentioned Martha.


  Miles sat up, chewing on a spear of beach grass. “How are they getting along?” he inquired, with evident interest. Warren felt terrifically relieved to find that he had been wrong, as usual. There was a slight pause; the Coes eyed each other. “You haven’t seen her?” said Jane, looking at Miles curiously. Miles shook his head. “I’ve never seen her,” mused Helen. “Of course, I feel I know her from what Miles has said.” She said this in a simple, deferential tone that made a great impression on Warren. This tall placid brunette girl simply worshipped Miles, which was what Miles had always needed. Everything about him, apparently, was sacred to her, including his ex-wives; she sounded almost as if Martha were a holy relic of Miles’s past, like his first baby shoes. Warren was amazed; he felt he was getting to know Helen finally. “That’s funny,” he said, sliding over to her, brightly, with his winning smile. “That you haven’t seen her, I mean. You’d think you would have run into each other at the Stop and Shop or the Arena Theater or meeting the train or something. It’s almost like a reverse coincidence. Mathematically—wouldn’t you say, Miles?—the chances would be all the other way. I mean if Helen and Martha missed each other umpteen times . . . ?” His high thin voice halted as he saw that Miles was not interested in a statistical discussion.


  “She’s changed,” said Jane, thoughtfully. “How, Jane?” said Helen, with her warm, interested smile. Despite the fact that she and Miles had been married two years now, she still had a slight, hovering air of ingratiation, as if she were Miles’s secretary; she had a long, straight figure and buxom legs, which she wound around each other unobtrusively; she carried her cropped head a little to one side, and kept her lips slightly parted. “Well,” said Jane. “More hectic for one thing. Wouldn’t you say so, Warren? They laugh a lot at parties. They’re both quite witty, you know, and that rather scares people in New Leeds.” Miles nodded, with an air of acumen; he had a funny way of listening, not to the things you said, but to something behind them; you could feel him click like an adding machine when a congenial thought was deposited. “She isn’t nearly as popular as she used to be,” continued Jane, candidly, avoiding Warren’s eye. “People say they’re too critical.” “Ah,” said Miles. There was a silence. “They seem very much in love,” volunteered Jane, slowly. “Seem!” reproachfully cried Warren. “You oughtn’t to say that, Jane. Of course, they’re in love. If they aren’t, who is?” Jane giggled. “Warren is awfully loyal,” she said to Miles. “Why, that makes me hot under the collar,” protested Warren, sitting up and moving his bare thin neck, as if a real collar were confining it. “I’m not loyal. I’m just going by what I see. How would you feel, Jane, if somebody said, ‘The Coes seem very much in love’? Why, I’d fight the person that said that. Don’t you agree with me, Miles? Why, that was an awful remark, darling.” “They seem to be in love—that’s all I said,” returned Jane, with composure. “Well, they are,” said Warren, fiercely subsiding. He retied the handkerchief carefully round his head. The Murphys laughed.


  “After all, Warren,” suggested Jane. “There was that story. Last week.” Warren’s bright face sobered; the spots of color paled; he nodded glumly. The Murphys were all ears. “Should I tell it, Warren?” asked Jane. “Might as well,” he answered, folding his arms, with a gloomy, stoical mien and bowing his kerchiefed head. “Excuse me, dear,” he added. “Well,” said Jane, “the story is they’ve been fighting. They came to the doctor all cut up and smelling of alcohol. They claimed they fell through a window.” “All cut up, Jane?” gently inquired Helen. “Well,” said Jane. “I haven’t actually seen them.” “I have,” said Warren. “I met them this morning. I forgot to tell you, Jane. It was just their hands.” “But isn’t that peculiar?” said Helen. “Peculiar is right,” said Warren emphatically; he hated to have his close friends involve themselves in a scandal, even if it was just from thoughtlessness—it spoiled his image of them. “Mind you,” he added, pointing his finger suddenly at Miles, “I don’t think this proves they’ve been fighting. But I can’t see how they both broke a window unless they were spifflicated.” “That’s the strange part,” continued Jane. “That’s why everybody’s discussing it. They hardly drink at all. Much less than they used to. At least, when they’re out in public. Probably they’ve become secret drinkers.” She waggled her jaw. “They say that’s very common with romantic couples like that. They move to the country and pull the shades and start drinking and the next thing you know there’s a suicide pact.” “Have you ever heard of that, Miles?” demanded Warren, his eager falsetto breaking in on Jane’s deep, comfortable tones. “Martha says it’s quite frequent.”


  “Martha says?” exclaimed Miles. His large frame jerked upward and sideward, as if somebody had stuck him in the ribs. “You mean she talks about it?” “Not about herself,” qualified Jane. “About other people. There was a case in the papers the other day, people we used to know, and that’s how she explained it.” “Very interesting,” said Miles, nudging Helen’s behind with his perforated shoe. “How do you mean?” said Jane. Miles stroked his chin. “Martha is a very sick girl,” he said. The Coes glanced at each other, surreptitiously. “I’ll give you two examples,” said Miles, after a pause. “You remember the fire we had?” The Coes nodded. “Well, she talked about the fire incessantly before it happened. She was convinced the house was going to burn down because of some private guilt of her own. And then, by God, it did.” “You don’t mean you think she started it?” cried Jane. Miles shrugged. “I’ve been studying some poltergeist cases recently and I recognized the pattern. I don’t know how I missed it before. She was the first one up that night and normally she sleeps like a log. She’d rescued the boy before I knew what was what. The boy was asleep too. Nobody smelled smoke but Martha, and she got herself and the boy completely dressed before she called the fire department.” “Good Lord,” said Jane. “Yes,” said Miles. “Notice—she didn’t want to hurt anybody. That’s typical of these cases. It’s an attention-drawing mechanism, primarily.” “She felt overshadowed by Miles,” elucidated Helen. “But she was quite beside herself,” said Miles, “when the insurance people came down to investigate. Wanted to put the blame on some poor devil of a workman who’d done the wiring. Never gave a thought to the fact that he’d be prosecuted if the insurance people believed her. She said it was her fault, really, that she’d instructed him to commit a violation—all poppycock. It was her neurotic way of confessing the truth, of saying, in symbolic language, that the fire was her fault; she was the firebug. And you know, by God, I remembered something she told me once—that when she was a little girl she used to put her younger brother up to setting fires; he’d get the blame and she’d watch the blaze. The brother never knew it; she was clever, the way she instigated him; he thought all through his boyhood that he was the pyromaniac.”


  “Whew!” said Warren, running his hand across his brow. He glanced at Jane wonderingly: did she credit this story? He would have liked to argue one or two points in it with Miles, but he hated to let Helen think he disbelieved her husband. His heart, as he told Jane, sank to his boots. The blue day was blackened for him; he knew he would not sleep for thinking of this tale. Either way he looked at it, it was horrible, horrible for Martha, if true, horrible for Miles, if false. And horrible for him and Jane to be listening to it, crouched around Miles on a lovely fall afternoon. “Understand,” said Miles. “I don’t hold it against her. All that’s in the past. I think now I mishandled her. I didn’t allow for the fact that she was a very frightened kid when I married her. Helen thinks so too.” His wife bobbed her head in quick, sympathetic agreement. “I thought,” said Miles, “I could teach her self-knowledge. But when she found out I was on to her, she flew the coop.” He laughed. Warren felt deeply shocked. “And she took her revenge. I don’t blame her. She has the modern girl’s vindictive mania for publicity. She could have left me any time in broad daylight, without any fanfare. But she had to do it in a nightgown, at three o’clock in the morning.” Warren caught his breath; this was not the way Miles had told the story before.


  Warren and Jane too—he could tell from the look in her eyes—remembered perfectly well the morning Miles had come out to their house in a taxi, his red beard unshaven, fumes of liquor still on his breath, looking for Martha and crying. According to the story he told then he had locked Martha out of the house in her nightgown, in a fit of drunken humor, and gone up to bed fully expecting her to come back in the kitchen door, which was open—that sort of thing was always happening in New Leeds, he had insisted, and the wives did not take it seriously. Martha’s story, which Jane and Warren had always believed, was that Miles had waked her up, kicked her out of bed, and pushed her step by step down the stairs and out the front door and ordered her not to come back—John Sinnott had seen the bruises, and the little boy, Barrett, according to the cleaning woman, had been watching over the banister.


  “It was another put-up job,” said Miles, cool as a cucumber. “I was little brother this time. She got the idea it would be nice for me to lock her out, and she set me on to do it. She woke me up from a sound sleep and told me she was in love with Sinnott and dared me to put her out of the house. I was the patsy.”


  “I can understand,” finally said Jane, after a very long silence, “that she provoked you, Miles. But did she actually tell you, in so many words, to lock her out of the house? It doesn’t sound like Martha.” Warren nodded eagerly. “No question about it,” said Miles. “It was the case of her brother all over again, don’t you see?” explained Helen. “She put the idea in Miles’s head.” Warren sighed. He thought Miles was lying, and this depressed him terribly; it meant Miles was a person he could no longer talk to honestly. At the same time, he pitied Miles; he supposed Miles half-believed the things he was saying, though even a rather dumb soul, like himself, could see plumb through them and realize that all that about having forgiven Martha was a lot of hooey. Warren could not imagine that if he and Jane should ever separate—even if it were Jane’s fault—he would ever say such awful things about her.


  And he guessed that was a limitation, in a way; he lacked the bravado to tell such a big lie. He was old-fashioned. He had liberated himself in his painting, and he and Jane had engaged in some pretty daring experiments in bed, but socially he was no pioneer. Probably, at bottom, he was as big a scoundrel as Miles; in his heart, perhaps he really wanted to beat up women and brag and lie and was just the prisoner of his inhibitions. The psychoanalyst had shown him, five summers ago, that he was full of unreleased aggressions; the cramp he had developed in his right hand cleared up like magic when the analyst proved to him that it was not a painting block but plain muscular tension; the Coes had been having a little boundary dispute with their neighbor, and what Warren really wanted, underneath, it turned out, was to punch the fellow in the jaw. The analyst had opened his eyes to a lot of things; all moral values, to the analyst, were just rationalizations: ego massage. Warren’s own values came from an identification with his mother and from being the class underdog in a sadistic military school, where they used to tear up his water colors and make him do dirty drawings. Any values he had learned that way were probably subjective and specious; no doubt he was just a bottled-up bully who overcompensated in the other direction. And yet you had to live with your values, Warren stuck to that, though he had been awfully interested to get the analyst’s point of view. Your rationalizations, darn it, were part of you too. Even if he knew he was a pharisee, he still leapt up when a woman came into the room. And it still made his blood boil to hear Miles spin a theory at Martha’s expense, though of course he was just as much of a hypocrite himself to sit there and smile when he wanted to kill the guy. Probably a worse hypocrite, as Jane would be able to tell him, when they talked it over together: the reason he was so hopping mad was probably a selfish one. He did not want to admit that Martha could be dishonest because he needed her honesty: she was the only person in New Leeds, outside of Jane, who understood what he was doing in his painting.


  “Warren did her portrait last month,” Jane was saying. “Oh, I should love to see it,” murmured Helen. “Shall we go and look at it, Miles?” Miles made a sound of consent and heaved himself up from the sand. “Is she still so lovely?” Helen asked, arranging the baby in the bag. Warren watched her wanly, almost forgetting to help. She was bound to be disappointed in the portrait—people always were. They looked at his paintings and said, “Oh,” in a surprised tone; when he explained the theory behind them, they listened but kept glancing uneasily back at the canvases, as if they could not find the connection. For a moment he suspected Helen of insincerity: did she really want to see the painting or was she only interested in getting Miles moving? The afternoon wind had risen and the little cove was full of wavelets. Miles, warmly dressed in wool muffler, wool shirt, and tweed jacket, might never give a thought to the fact that the baby could take cold. If it had been Martha, Warren reflected, she would have told him they had to leave on account of the baby and Miles would have said, “Nonsense,” and they would have had a fight. But Helen, the Coes agreed, was a better manager; she tried to lead Miles without his knowing it, but she never argued, they noticed. If he said, “Nonsense,” she said, “Yes, dear,” as if she honestly welcomed the correction, even when Miles was in the wrong. Warren sometimes wondered whether this was altogether good for Miles; he would hate it, himself, if Jane tried it.


  


  Still, he admired Helen for her selfless devotion, and he undertook to answer her question seriously, as they walked along the beach, back to the house. Helen had the baby; he had the knapsack with the lunch things. Miles and Jane brought up the rear, walking slowly: Jane was looking for driftwood. “Jane could tell you better,” he said. “I look at her as a painter. She has a lot of animation in her face. An academic painter, with late baroque light effects, could make her very arresting. That’s the way I would have done her in my early phase: a smoldering little saint with fair hair and white skin and black eyes. Some people might call that beauty. But when you study her you see that her face is asymmetrical. One profile’s classic; the other’s irregular. The eye is narrower and longer; the nose has a little bump; the mouth twists. Personally, I find that profile a lot more interesting. You can see her medical history in it, for instance. She must have had adenoids as a kid and she’s astigmatic and she learned to eat on one side of her mouth when she had a tooth out in her early twenties. The layman doesn’t notice these things.” He stooped to pick up a sand dollar, examined it, and put it in the pocket of his canvas trousers. “In the old days,” he continued, with a sideways glance at Helen, “they used to think they could tell a witch if the profiles didn’t match. Jane would have been burned. That’s what got me started noticing. One side of Jane’s face is reflective; she even has a tiny cast in that eye, and there’s a funny droop to the mouth. The other is active and practical. It’s awfully interesting stuff when you get onto it. Women, I find, are more two-faced than men, which is what the human race has always thought anyway.” Helen smiled vaguely. Her own parts were rather curiously assembled—small, round head, small ears, large legs, large, full long neck—though she was a pleasant-looking woman, taken as a whole. “John Sinnott,” added Warren, “has the most regular features I’ve ever seen. His profiles exactly match, which is frightfully rare. And the features are small too, cameo-cut, though he’s a tall man. It’s a French Renaissance face. Probably Norman blood.” “You’re interested in ancestry?” said Helen. “Oh, terrifically,” said Warren. “I suppose it’s the southern side of me. Ever since I started these new portraits, I’ve been studying anthropological types. Jane took her major in anthropology. We’ve been looking up some of the old books on phrenology too—wonderful stuff.” He sighed. “Those old boys knew a lot that we moderns have forgotten. Have you ever gone into phrenology?” Helen shook her head. “Try it some time,” advised Warren, over his shoulder, as he began to scale the sand cliff, holding out his left hand for Helen after he had got a foothold. “Of course, I know you’re busy,” he added apologetically, pulling her upward, “with the baby and the house. But I’d love to know what you and Miles thought of it. I have some heads and charts in the studio; I’ll show you, if you’d like.” And he hurried ahead, bending back the briars to make way for Helen and the baby.


  The Coes lived in a modern house that had been designed for them by a cousin of Jane’s. It stood on a bluff, overlooking the open ocean; the Coes now wished they had built in a hollow, the way the old settlers had, for the situation was very windswept, and nothing but dune grass and dusty miller and wild beach peas could get a footing in the whirling, shifting sand. In their early years, they had tried to keep a goat there; Jane had read that goat’s milk was terribly good for you and they were going to write to the Trappists for their receipt for cheese. But the goat was not happy; the reindeer moss, Jane concluded, was bad for it, and they had had to give the poor animal away, before she perished, to an eccentric old lady, one of the local characters, who was a zoophile and ran a sort of pound for all the discarded animals of the neighborhood, chiefly the half-wild cats the summer people abandoned. Yet the windy, barren, desolate setting had, it turned out, one unexpected advantage. Beaten by the storms, the house had weathered, so that it now seemed to belong to the landscape. The squat rectangular building, with futuristic hardware, painted gray originally and topped by a roped-off sundeck, now looked like an old-fashioned wooden icebox that had been wintering for generations on a New Leeds back porch. The Coes liked this effect and assigned credit to themselves for not having fought Nature. Everything fitted in, the worn tarpaulin covering the sundeck, the goat’s post—even the cylindrical bottled-gas tanks by the kitchen door, which looked so unsightly against a traditional house—harmonized with the main structure and with the sand heaped around it and the patches of reindeer moss and the gray sea birds circling above.


  Warren’s studio, into which he now showed the guests, stood fifty feet away from the main house. It had a two-story window with north light, which at present was obscured by three army blankets tacked up to keep out the cold. There were cushioned benches around the walls, lamps, a station-stove, and bookcases put together with bricks and planks. Warren was a very tidy man, and the corner in which he painted—pinning back the blankets—was impeccably neat; an oblong of floor around his easel had been swept with a hearthbroom he kept for the purpose. But the rest of the large room was a dusty, cobwebby jumble; he never heeded it unless they had company, but then he felt a quick embarrassment, seeing the shamble through their eyes: Jane’s mother’s piano, which they never used, blocking a side window; the pair of rusty English bicycles propped against the wall; the ping-pong table, covered with a stained sheet of canvas; the broken washing machine; the deep-freeze that had proved impractical because the electricity was so uncertain during the stormy season; the electric doughnut-maker and the combination waffle iron and sandwich grill, the roto-broiler, the mixmaster, the special pizza machine—all the gadgets sent Jane by her gadget-minded family perishing here as in a boneyard; the sun-faded draperies from the big living-room window; the badminton set. It was a comic spectacle, Warren ineluctably knew; Miles could hardly keep from guffawing, and he did not blame him. Smiling apologetically, he got out the whisk broom and began to brush off the cushioned benches so they could put the sneezing baby down; he used the feather duster on the piano. Removing his kerchief, flushing, he explained for the hundredth time that a modern house did not have much storage space. “Damn fool,” he said, vehemently, “pardon my French, I ought to have had the sense to build a two-story garage.” He knew the Murphys were thinking that it was Jane’s fault and he hated them for thinking it; at the same time, he mildly and politely desired to share their mirth. Miles was prowling about the room, studying the derelict objects with the air of a scientific connoisseur. “What, for God’s sake, is this, Warren?” he demanded, pointing to the infra-red broiler that Jane had got last Christmas, when they were trying a high-protein diet. Warren explained how it worked or, rather, he gamely joked, how it had worked. Jane was in the house, getting a tray of drinks, and it gave him a queer feeling to be jesting so boldly without her, almost like an escapade.


  “Why, it’s a regular cemetery of their hobbies,” Miles expatiated to Helen. Warren gently smiled. “That’s what John Sinnott told me,” he agreed. “He says I should do a painting, ‘The Artist in His Studio.’ Only he thinks I should call it, ‘The American Artist in His Studio.’ ” “Ah,” said Miles, nodding. All at once, his belly began to heave. “That’s good,” he cried, slapping his thigh. “Damn good!” He shook his handkerchief open and wiped the tears from his eyes. Dust flew. Warren waited courteously till the temblor of mirth had subsided. Thanks to Martha’s explanation, he was able to see what John and Miles saw: a satiric canvas, after Titian, in which he himself, the artist, a tiny dusty figure, was pushed into one corner, while his wife’s scientific gadgets and games and decorative fads monstrously took over the foreground. But to him, as he had tried to make clear to Martha, the objects in the room were not ridiculous, though he could see how in the aggregate they might appear so, to an outsider. To him, they evoked exciting memories, of midnight feasts shared with Jane, bicycle trips, skating on winter ponds, ping-pong rallies, doughnuts and cider; the piano made him think of Jane’s mother, and the deep-freeze recalled the hurricane two years ago when the electricity had been off three days and the road blocked, and they had lost nine gallons of assorted ice creams, which he and Jane had poured into buckets and taken on foot to the goat-lady. And it was not Jane’s fault that the appliances broke down; it was partly the climate—the sea air was bad for machines. She was not a good housekeeper, but, darn it, he admired her for that. All the women in her family had been fanatic housekeepers, and Jane had had the gumption to rebel. Martha had shrieked when Jane admitted that Warren had not had an ironed shirt in three years, but if he did not mind, why should Martha object? He would rather have Jane’s companionship than a stiff shirt any day. So he always said, and what was more he meant it. In his young days, he had been quite a dandy: he had carried a stick and yellow gloves and had his clothes made by a Turkish tailor. But those days were over. He had let Jane give his things away to a refugee without batting an eye. You could not dress like a stuffed shirt in New Leeds unless you were a dodo. It was John Sinnott, actually, that New Leeds chuckled over, when he came to parties in a dark business suit and white shirt. And Warren did not go to the city often enough any more to make it worth while to own a city suit. For those rare occasions, his gray corduroy, with a necktie, looked perfectly all right, especially if Jane touched up the shirt collar for him. In fact, as Jane told him, he looked much more the artist in that soft material.


  The only thing that gave him anxiety was the thought of his mother’s funeral—what would he wear? She was past seventy-five now, living in a boardinghouse in Savannah; her sister wrote that she was getting very frail. He was resigned to the prospect of her dying, except for that one thing—the suit to follow her to her grave in; he still had his bowler hat, which Jane had overlooked. This absurd worry preyed on his mind sometimes during the night, even though he assured himself that when the fatal telegram came, Jane would think of something. She was awfully resourceful.


  He knew some people thought he was dominated by Jane. Miles, for instance, this minute, was saying to him in a grave undertone: “If it was my wife, Warren, she’d clean this place up.” Miles, of course, thought only about his own comfort; he ate and drank like an Elizabethan, dressed in a florid style, with loud shirts and tweeds and silk socks, never considering for a minute that it was a human being who waited on him and catered to him and kept his things in order, laying out on a silent valet—Jane had seen it—everything he was going to wear, right down to the handkerchief and the necktie, while she had the baby and all the housework to think of. There was a sound at the door, and Warren hurried to open it. Wrapped in a shawl, Jane stood there with a tray of ice and bottles and glasses. “Let me help you, dear,” smiled Warren, taking the tray from her and urging her into the warm room. He noticed that she had forgotten the fizzy water and he skipped out to the house to get it, before she could realize and try to go instead. And he was glad to do a little service like that to help her, for he knew blamed well that she had a lot to put up with from him; he was a selfish cuss to live with, preoccupied with his painting, abstracted, not dry behind the ears yet, intellectually. For a girl who had grown up in a big family and who could have married anybody she wanted—or a darn sight better anyway—it was not a normal life.


  And when Jane had married him he had not been nearly the person he hoped he was now, thanks to her. It tickled him to think of his outgrown self—a conventional, safe little water colorist and pen-and-ink man, doing the usual stiles and cottages and dilapidated mansions and wrought-iron gates and Paris roofs and doorways; he had liked architectural themes and hoped to be a modern Piranesi or Callot. He had had to unlearn all that, bit by bit, like tearing your skin off piecemeal—some job for a man over forty. He could never have done it if Jane and her family had not stood by, financially and morally.


  He came back into the room quietly, carrying a pitcher of water; they seemed to be out of fizzy. “Oh, Warren,” exclaimed Jane, who was putting wood in the stove, “you didn’t need to do that. I brought water.” And sure enough, to his embarrassment, there was water in another pitcher on the tray. He felt like two cents. “We’re out of soda,” said Jane, with an awkward laugh. “I guess that’s what Warren went for.” “I’m sorry, dear,” said Warren. “I thought you’d forgotten it.” “I did,” confessed Jane. “I forgot to order it at the store. I always forget something.” “Never mind, never mind,” said Miles, with an air of testy magnanimity. Jane poured the drinks and Warren got ready to show the portrait.


  It was a big picture, like all his recent work—six by eleven. He hauled it out, unwrapped the outer canvas, fixed the lights, and then stood back to see what they would say. “Oh,” said Helen, after a moment. “Ah,” said Miles. “Do you see anything of Martha in it?” queried Warren, looking up at the portrait. He himself saw nothing but Martha, refracted all over the canvas. He had been trying something new, a dispersed, explosive cubism, in dark, smoky colors, in which the sitter’s personality-nucleus was blown apart into its component solids. There was a geyser of smoke in the middle representing the moment of fission; he was trying to get time, the fourth dimension, into his painting. “I think I see her nose,” Miles said finally, when he had backed up against the farther wall.


  Three


  


  MILES was nonplussed by the portrait. It reminded him a little of science fiction and a little of old-fashioned movie music and, most of all, of Jesuit sermons on Hell. It conveyed fury and conflict. It was, he supposed, what you might call program painting. “It represents fission,” said Warren. “I’m using that as the theme for this whole series of portraits.” Miles made an impatient gesture. Warren had explained the theory behind his painting before; he was trying to express the fourth dimension or the general theory of relativity or something of the kind—Jane’s father, a scientist, had put him up to it. This sort of talk did not interest Miles. Theory, in artists, did not matter to him, only results. “By their fruits, ye shall know them,” he always said, sententiously. He had first known Warren in his so-called quantum phase, which was succeeded by his galactic phase: Warren seemed to think that progress was mandatory in art and bubbled about advances and setbacks—he had lost three years, he had once confided, when he let Picasso lead him up the garden walk. Most artists talked that way nowadays—perhaps they had always done so; and most of them had a father-figure in the background who supplied the motor-ideas. They were all boy scouts in their corduroy fashion, eager beavers, following the leader, some jackleg critic or straw-boss philosopher.


  But the work was something else again. Whatever nonsense he spouted, Warren was an able draftsman. He had got the hair just right—a fair skein of silk streaming across the canvas. In Miles’s desk drawer, at home, among the keepsakes of his previous marriages—a pair of tiny gloves, a ribboned garter, an old packet of fish-skins—there was a tress of Martha’s hair, now dulled, that had once shone and rippled like the hair in Warren’s picture. And Warren had caught something of Martha’s temperament in the blunt tilt of the nose and the tiny, staring eyehole of the nostril. “Why, it’s the best thing you’ve done,” Miles suddenly decided. The other three looked at him, wonderingly. Miles read Helen’s questioning gaze. “Isn’t it rather dark?” she murmured. She meant academic. There were two opinions in New Leeds on the subject of Warren’s painting—the one that called it too modern and the one that called it academic. Among the summer crowd, Warren’s quest for the fourth dimension was considered rather a joke, a sad joke, because he was a nice man. There was a lot of irony in the position, Miles had often reflected. If Warren had been a carpenter or a plumber, he could have made his marks as a naif painter with a scientific “vision,” but his art-school training rendered him funny ha-ha to the cognoscenti, among whom Miles did not number himself. In the days when the poor devil used to have exhibitions in the rug-and-craft shop on the village green, everybody turned up, out of friendship for the Coes, and quietly snickered into their sleeve at the sign hand-lettered by Warren—“Prices on Request.” He had never sold a canvas in all his years up here, which, Martha used to claim, was a sort of achievement, considering the local taste. He could not even give one away: people protested that they were too big or too dark for a seashore house.


  Miles began to pace up and down. His present wife’s attitude annoyed him—she was too conventional in her responses. He stopped by the liquor tray and poured himself a fresh drink. He was thinking of Martha. He had always had a weakness for intelligent women, though he knew them to be bad for him, like drink or certain kinds of food. They disagreed with him, in both senses of the word. Now that he was older, he knew enough to leave them alone. He had organized his life sensibly, and the proof was that he was writing again, after fifteen years. But he had bouts of dissatisfaction, when he resented the choice that had been made for him. That was how he felt about it on his glum days, as if an authority had chosen for him, though the authority had been no other than Miles Murphy: he had prescribed for himself, as his own therapist, studying his character structure and deducing from it the qualities he required in a mate. He had given a woman friend his specifications—a girl approaching middle life but not too old for childbearing, not previously married, unencumbered by family, possessing an independent income and an open mind, with a sense of her own dignity, submissive, pleasant-spoken, and moderately pleasing to the eye. And his friend had produced Helen the first crack out of the box.


  Helen was all woman, and he was damn lucky to have got her. They did not make them like her any more. Her father was a Greek wholesaler in Chicago, with a big import trade; Helen had stayed home to nurse her mother when the old man died and the older brother married. She had helped run the family business for a time, done her bit for war relief, and studied ceramics at the Art Institute. The family was cultivated; she had an uncle who was a Metropolitan. When the old lady passed on, finally, she was practically alone in the world, except for a raft of suitors—Penelope waiting for Odysseus. And she had had the patience to hold out till crafty old Odysseus came. She was not stupid, though stupid people thought so, but she had learned how to efface herself, in the European way. For the first time in his life (his mother had never favored him), he discovered that he came first. She could take his abrupt dictation and decipher his manuscript notes and hold the dinner till midnight if he did not feel like eating. She could keep the child quiet in the morning when he had been sleeping a binge off. When they read Aeschylus together in the evenings, as they were doing this fall, she looked up the hard words in the dictionary and put them down on a list for him. She kept the household accounts and never bothered him about money. If he felt like talking, she listened and asked intelligent questions. If he was nervous and morose, she left him alone. She never turned on the waterworks, like Martha; a little bird must have told her that he could not stand women’s tears.


  She did not stimulate him—that was her only drawback. He did not notice this, he found, unless he had been drinking. Then, in a disgruntled frame of mind, after he had sent her off to bed, he would open the desk drawer, stare at Martha’s little gloves, and set himself to recalling her clever remarks. Martha always hated this habit of his—the desk drawer, she said, and everything it contained of him. She hated his remembering things she said. “You turn everything into the past,” she would tell him sharply. And she also used to complain that he remembered her worst mots, accidentally-on-purpose. “That isn’t funny,” she used to say coldly, when he was chuckling over one of her satirical strokes. “Please, Miles, don’t quote me.” It was all part of her general pattern of rejection and self-hatred. She could not stand to hear anything said twice. One habitual phrase of his used to drive her crazy: “I’m inordinately fond of pickles,” “I’m inordinately fond of potatoes.” “You’re inordinately fond of saying that!” she had cried out once. “I know you like potatoes. Don’t dwell on it.” Today, whenever he used the expression, it tickled him to think of Martha.


  She was awfully good on people. He had to hand it to her, even when he was the target. And every time he saw the Coes, nowadays, he remembered the night when everybody was saying that Warren was too intellectual in his approach to painting and Martha had retorted that he was just as intellectual as Barrett, who kept asking “Why?” all day long. That had hit Warren off to a T, though Miles had not appreciated it at the time. He was not as noticing as Martha; she was very feminine that way. He used to tell people, confidently, that Warren had a genuine epistemological bent. He groaned, now, to think of what he had started when he had put him onto Whitehead and Russell and Sullivan.


  


  This, he felt awesomely sure, was a deed he would have to answer for on Judgment Day. He had not dreamed, when he first undertook to supervise Warren’s reading, that Warren was utterly innocent of the nature of an abstract concept: he took everything he read with a happy literalness and supposed that modern science had fixed it so that two and two equaled five. He had pounced on that notion in Dostoevski, and came bearing it to Miles like a retriever, a few years back. “Haven’t the scientists proved that?” he had asked, with startled eyes, when Miles tried to unscramble him. The poor fellow could not get the idea of proof out of his noodle. Science and philosophy had deranged his common sense. “How do you know that?” he kept challenging when you let drop the most casual observation. And since he could not understand the only two fields in which proof was possible—logic and mathematics—he had fallen back, despondently, on the notion that everything was false. He had even, for a time, lost faith in his painting. His work, he had discovered, was a lie, just as big a lie, he said bitterly, as Rembrandt or Titian, who at least thought the world they were painting was real. The fact that you could never see time—the fourth dimension—had hit him amidships halfway through a volume of Kierkegaard; he realized he was a faker and illusionist and probably ought to be put in jail. This revelation had made him sick; Jane vouched for it. He lay in their outsize bed, shivering, under the electric blanket, for nearly three weeks, baffling the doctor and the Freudian analyst, who was piped in daily from New York.


  And then, deo gratias, he had recovered. He had telephoned Miles to tell him the glad tidings. He had been cured, he confided, by relativity—the hair of the dog that bit him, as Miles remarked aside. Under the electric blanket, he had thought about outer space and reasoned that a lie could be true there, just the way parallel lines could meet. Miles had not had the heart to gainsay him. What was the use of explaining to him that a lie existed only in discourse? The little fellow, he saw, had fallen in love with the concept of outer space. He visualized it as a sort of scientific heaven in which all the false appearances of this earth were corrected by curving back on themselves and becoming their opposites. For him, in his current phase, relativity (which he identified with philosophical relativism) was a new and blissful absolute, the absolute topsy turvy, like a kid’s picture of China. If everything was relative, as he now felt assured, then his painting might be just as true as Rembrandt; truer, perhaps? What did Miles think, he inquired eagerly, a year ago on the breakwater. Miles had shaken his head. Given Warren’s premise, he pointed out, it would not be truer—let it go at just as true as Rembrandt.


  And pragmatically, Miles now admitted, the idea seemed to be working out. Warren was feeling no pain. He had come a long way since last year, he had explained to Miles during luncheon. The fear that he might have to wait till after his death for recognition no longer troubled him, he declared. It was not really a postponement, if you thought of time as curved. “Just a question of time, eh?” said Miles, chewing on a chicken breast, and Warren had nodded, joyously, blinking his soft eyes like a bashful lover and wiggling his bare toes in the sand. Miles, to tell the truth, had felt a little disturbed by this new packaging of pie in the sky. And yet, like all religions, it had done something positive for the true believer; here in the studio, Miles could see that. Warren’s work, certainly, had taken a leap into freedom, or a plunge into necessity, if this portrait was typical. It had entered a domain in which you could not tell whether it was good or bad.


  Which, he supposed, was in a way what Warren was aiming at.


  “It’s supposed to represent an equation,” proffered Warren. “The one the atom bomb is based on. It’s Martha in a state of fission. In my next series, I’m going on to fusion—the hydrogen-bomb formula.” Miles nodded—he had begun to get the drift of the painting—but Helen had a little frown, like shirred chiffon, between her dark brows. “Would you like to see the figures?” said Warren, hopefully. “I got them from a mathematician who was staying in the Hubers’ cottage this summer.” “Oh, Warren, that’s boring,” said Jane, in a flat, comfortable tone, looking sidewise at Helen, who was sitting up, with an air of determination, on the old sofa and tightening her knotted scarf about her throat. “Isn’t your idea rather literary?” she said to Warren in an anxious voice. “Almost like illustration?” She had an air of helpfulness. “All painting is literary,” Miles corrected. “It makes a statement about the world. What we used to call the artist’s vision. The rest is wallpaper.” Helen pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes, tilting her head from one side to the other, as she strove to see the canvas from Miles’s deeper perspective. Miles nursed his chin and watched her. He repented his rudeness. Evidently, she did not like the painting, but this was a wholly natural reaction. Nobody, to Miles’s knowledge, had ever liked Warren’s painting, with the exception of Jane’s father, who, so to speak, was its onlie begetter and owned examples of every period. And people trained in the arts, like Helen, were positively upset by it. “Shall I take it away?” volunteered Warren, with a solicitous, inquiring look at Helen, as if a guest had shown uneasiness of a pet dog or cat. Miles was touched. “Leave it,” he said, shortly, raising a hand. “I want to think about it.” He flung himself onto one of the benches.


  


  A strange temptation was assailing him. He wanted to buy the portrait. There was a stifled impresario in him; he liked to think of himself as a Renaissance tyrant-patron commanding his goldsmiths and his limners. He had a number of portfolios of drawings, chiefly of erotic subjects and strange beasts and mythical monsters; before the old house burned down he had owned a half-dozen paintings done by artist cronies from the Village bars he used to haunt. Yet all his wives, even the gentle Helen, disparaged his taste in art. He liked “magic” realism, Dali, the Gothic scenes of Max Ernst, the color of Reginald Marsh—paintings that gave him something to chew on—but his wives were always trying to educate his eye with Braque and Juan Gris and Mondrian. Ever since he had closed up his consulting-room, he had not had a free hand. Draftsmanship, a fine line, appealed to him, and despite what his wives said he felt himself to be a connoisseur of drawing. Moreover, he was a gambler—the year he had had a hit on Broadway, he had owned a piece of a race horse—and the fact that Warren Coe was a hundred-to-one shot played powerfully on his fancy. He was a little drunk and he relished it.


  Staring at the painting, he gave himself up to reverie. With a certain somber irony—for he knew himself full well—he heard himself showing a visitor through his Coe collection. “Interesting little fella; lives up here all year round, in New Leeds; never had a real show or a criticism; doesn’t know himself what he’s up to; got a science bug; dominated by his wife’s family, scientists, Germans, from the Rhineland. Extraordinary draftsman, though; used to be a drawing teacher. Not a primitive; an isolate. Got a spot of Blake in him. I was the first to discover him. . . . That’s my second wife, the picture that got me started—my last Duchess, you might say, if you still remember your Browning. ‘There’s my last Duchess hanging on the wall, looking as if she were alive.’ ” A short chuckle broke from Miles. The humor of the purchase nudged him in the ribs, sardonically. Martha, he remembered, used to say that he would like her if she were stuffed and mounted, like a dead bird.


  “Helen didn’t care for it at first,” he went on in a more serious vein to his fancied guest. “She’s got more taste than I have. But people of taste are at a disadvantage when it comes to a long shot like Coe. It’s what I like to call the fallacy of the trained eye. Art historians pretend that it’s the philistines that scoff at the new men. Pardon me if I say that’s horse shit. The philistines aren’t interested in art unless it’s called to their attention as something they ought to get sore about. It’s the boys and girls with the trained eyes that come to smile at the Armory show and the Salon of the Refusés—the ones who know better than the painter. Who laughed at Whistler? Ruskin. Who laughed at Socrates? Aristophanes. Who laughed at Racine? Molière.”


  A hard green light glittered in Miles’s eye. His narrow lips compressed like scar tissue. He had a sense of astuteness, cunning, and clarity. Every analogue in the history of culture told him that Warren Coe was hot. Coe was an idiot, but most of the masters were simpletons, like Monet, or had a screw loose somewhere. Yeats’s spiritualism was just as balmy as any of Warren’s notions; the plan of Ulysses was nuts and academic as hell; pointillism, as a theory, was drivel. Your typical genius, of today, was some modest little goof, like Warren, plugging away in solitude at a mad scheme or invention that no reasonable person would give a nickel for: Duchamp, the early Schoenberg, Ives, that fellow who was a doctor in New Jersey. The more, in fact, Miles pondered the case, the more unaccountable it seemed to him that Warren had not been discovered already. And this, all at once, gave Miles pause; a morose suspicion overtook him. Somebody, he felt, was trying to deceive him; the wool was being pulled over his eyes. Some unidentified force was trying to maneuver him into buying a painting that nobody else would have as a gift. Or was it the other way round? Was a hidden force trying to dissuade him from answering the knock of opportunity? He heard his wife and the Coes talking and shot a mistrustful look in their direction. It seemed to him that they might be ignoring him for some purpose. All his ideas began to seesaw; he could not tell which side of the inward debate he was on. More and more, in recent months, he had found it difficult to think in his customary rapid, purposeful style. The more clear his ideas became, the less he could choose between them; it was as if he had floated into Warren’s relativity and hung, confused, over vast profundities.


  “How much?” he said suddenly, in a thickened voice, jabbing a thumb at the portrait. The others turned and stared. Warren’s soft, driftwood-colored hair seemed to rise slowly on his scalp. They had not understood him, evidently. “Much?” Miles repeated, with an effort, pointing to the picture again. The liquor had half-paralyzed his tongue but he did not allow this to deter him, for he understood that art-collecting was conducted in terse signs and monosyllables. “You mean the price?” asked Jane. Miles nodded, heavily. They all sat there, goggling. “Why, gee, Miles, I don’t know,” said Warren mildly. “It’s ten years since I’ve put a picture up for sale. Mr. Carl—Jane’s father—is the only regular Coe buyer. And that’s in the family. . . .” He went bubbling on, but Miles interrupted him. “Set a price,” he said. “You don’t mean you’re thinking of buying it?” cried Jane. “Why, Miles, where would you put it?” murmured Helen. “In the gymnasium,” retorted Miles. Last year, they had bought an old windmill and turned it into a gymnasium for Miles to work out in; up above, he had a study, where he wrote.


  Roses bloomed in Warren’s fading cheeks; boyish tears stood in his eyes. “Golly,” he said. “Golly, Miles,” and he came over and shook Miles’s hand. “I don’t know what to say,” he added, staring bashfully up at the portrait. Jane intervened, with a sharp glance at Helen. “Why, Miles,” she cried, “you don’t want to buy a picture of Martha! People would think you were crazy.” Miles’s tongue loosened. “They wouldn’t know it was Martha,” he said playfully, with a fraternal wink at Warren. Jane was aghast. “I shouldn’t think Helen . . .” she began, but her voice faded away, uncertainly, as Helen, beside her, merely smiled and picked up the baby. “Why, you’d get awfully tired of it,” Jane resumed. “I mean I would, if it were my ex-spouse. I wouldn’t want Warren around to haunt me if I were happily married to another man. Why don’t you take something else? Get Warren to do a portrait of Helen and the baby.”


  Miles thought he saw what Jane was up to: she was trying to obstruct the sale. Like so many of the New Leeds women, she wanted to keep her man in a state of financial dependence. Painting Helen and the baby, as Jane very well knew, was out of the question. Helen was far too busy, as a wife and mother, to give time to the sittings. “Helen has her hands full,” he said sharply, with a meaningful look about the studio, “taking care of her house and family.” He set his drink down, unfinished, and pulled himself to his feet. “Name a price,” he said to Warren. Warren looked at his wife. “You’d better think it over, Miles,” he said, smiling a manful smile. “Are you ready to go, dearest?” asked Helen, getting up. They were all trying to obstruct him; they thought he was in his cups.


  “I don’t think Warren should let him do it,” Jane was saying to Helen, in her loud, schoolgirl whisper. “Martha wouldn’t like it at all. Why, Miles might be tempted to deface the picture.” Miles got the point: once, years ago, when he and Martha were first married, he had cut up one of her dresses with the kitchen scissors; he still had a piece of it, somewhere; it was among the things, ironically, that they had saved from the burned house. “All that’s in the past,” he said gruffly. “I don’t hate her any more.” Jane giggled. “I don’t know why you laugh, Jane,” said Helen. “Martha means nothing to Miles. He forgave her long ago.” Both the Coes were silent. Warren drew a deep breath. Under Miles’s eyes, he had turned into a wan little old man. “Jane’s right,” he said. “I have Martha’s friendship to consider.” “You mean Martha would mind?” Miles said to Warren, incredulously. The thought completely sobered him and he felt strangely hurt. In his own heart, he had repented. If he had not driven her away, she would never have gone off with Sinnott, he often told himself, tenderly, now that he was married and the bitterness was gone. “Mind!” cried Jane. “They both would. You should hear the things they say.” “Shut up, Jane,” squealed Warren. “You shouldn’t tell Miles that.” “I’m telling him for his own protection,” went on Jane serenely. “Why, if he took that portrait, John Sinnott might come down to Digby with a knife or a gun.” “Stop it, Jane,” begged Warren. “John Sinnott is a friend of yours. And you don’t know that about him. Why, John was a pacifist during the war.” “They can be the most violent,” said Jane. “After all his father was a brigadier general in the army. And his mother was from West Virginia. He’s very primitive underneath. He’s the type that harbors a grudge—anybody can see that.” “You’ve got it all twisted up,” said Warren. “His father was in the Medical Corps and he was only a colonel.” “Probably a surgeon,” replied Jane, astutely. “And everybody knows about surgeons.”


  “This is ridiculous,” said Miles, lighting a cigarette. “I don’t give a frig about Sinnott’s heredity. Stay out of this, Jane. Sit down, Helen. I’ve asked Warren to put a price on the picture. Naturally, I’m not going to insist on it if he honestly thinks Martha would object. Not Sinnott. Martha.” He looked steadily at Warren and spoke in a calm, patient tone. He was much more interested, now, in eliciting the real state of Martha’s feelings than in the picture, which he looked on coldly as bait for Warren to rise to. The conversation, for him, had taken on the character of a judicial inquiry, but he hid this from the others behind a casual mien. “It’s true,” admitted Warren, with a peaked smile. “She might not like it. You never know how people will react. And, darn it, she has a stake in the painting. After all, she sat for it as a favor to me.” “We all have a primitive streak,” put in Jane, eagerly. “Why, you know how Indians are about having their pictures taken.” “Why, yes, Miles,” cried Warren, excited by Jane’s analogy. “In Mexico, they’ll break your camera if you try to take a picture of their dances. They believe you’re stealing their soul. And there’s a lot of that in all of us, let me tell you.”


  Miles laughed. “And if I stole her soul?” he suggested. “If I know Martha, she’d be flattered. She’s probably still attracted to me, at bottom. Helen thinks so. Why else do you think she came back here?” The Coes eyed each other. This question, Miles perceived with interest, had been the subject of controversy between them. Warren forestalled Jane’s answer. “Maybe,” he said, defiantly, “because she doesn’t care any more. That’s why she could come back. After all, she loves the landscape here.” Miles pondered this thought. He was selfish and egotistical, but not, he believed, vain. He considered it possible, psychologically, that a woman could cease to respond to him. “But Jane says she talks against me,” he observed. “That argues a residue of feeling.” Helen nodded. “Miles never talks against her,” she explained. Warren clenched his hands. “Excuse me, Helen,” he said, “but that makes me blow my top. I’m sorry, everybody, but I can’t let that pass. What was Miles doing, just now, on the beach? Do you realize what you did, Miles? You accused her of arson. Why, she could be arrested and tried if that was brought to the authorities.” He whirled about, like a little prosecutor, and pointed his index finger at Miles, who would have been taken aback if he had not been familiar with the mechanism of transference. Poor Warren was merely discharging his pent-up aggression against Jane; he must have wanted to sell the painting badly. “Arson?” mildly drawled Miles. “I don’t think I said that, Warren. I was talking in analytic terms; perhaps I didn’t distinguish clearly enough between fantasy and reality.” Warren clapped his hand to his mouth. “Pardon me,” he said. “Excuse me for living, but that’s not what I heard. From what I heard, let me tell you, Martha could sue you for slander. And win. Amn’t I right, Jane?” “Yes,” said Jane, thoughtfully, rubbing her jaw. “You ought to be careful, Miles. You know how people carry things back here. Why, she could have Warren and me for witnesses.”


  


  The complacent, calm stare of Citizeness Coe, arranging her shawl on her shoulders, sent a chill through Miles. He recognized that Jane, fantastic as it seemed, was quite serious in what she said. If Martha were unbalanced enough to charge him, Jane and Warren would step responsibly in the box to witness for her; and not because they disliked him; they would do the same to Martha or to each other. Between them, he thought, staggered, they made a dangerous couple: Jane was a tale-bearer, and Warren had total recall. For the first time, Miles perceived that Martha’s return was going to be a limiting fact in his existence. As long as she was here, he would have to watch his Ps and Qs, even in little things he let drop to Helen about her, lest Helen repeat them to Jane or one of the other local busybodies. And yet her return was a sort of provocation, needling him to tell the truth, if only to defend himself against the things she and Sinnott might be saying. He was between two stools and every eye would be on him to see how he was “taking” it; that, he suddenly realized, was why he and Helen had been asked down here today. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he whispered, remembering his remarks on the beach. The fat was in the fire already, if Warren could not be persuaded to keep Jane’s eager tongue still.


  “Don’t worry,” said Warren, kindly, as if divining his thoughts. “We all say a lot of things we don’t mean. We’re not going to tell Martha, I promise you.” “OK, old chap,” said Miles, feeling moved. He drew out a paisley handkerchief and wiped his brow; the room had become quite warm. “Another drink?” said Warren. Miles declined. “You’re not going to stay and talk?” asked Warren sadly. Miles shook his head. “Another time.” “Come back next week,” proposed Jane, “and we’ll take a long walk, out to the point.”


  Miles shook his head again. Once in a season was all he could take of the Coes, as a general rule, unless brutal loneliness overtook him; there was nobody to talk to in Digby, except Helen and an old Marine boxer, the real-estate agent and a stripling with a crew haircut who got out the weekly newspaper. “Or come and read Bérénice next Friday with the vicomte,” urged Jane, with a funny look in her eye. “We’ll have some drinks and music afterwards.” “Martha going to be here?” queried Miles, sharply. “I don’t think so . . .” said Jane. “Don’t say that, darling,” expostulated Warren. “You don’t know that. They said they might come, after all.” And they began to bicker, excitedly, as to what John Sinnott had said, on Tuesday, and whether it contradicted what Martha had told Warren in the post office. Miles watched with a saturnine grin. “No,” he said flatly.


  “You don’t want to meet her?” Jane’s round blue eyes grew big and naively wondering; she jerked her head back on her neck. “No,” said Miles. This decision had just matured in him, and he caught Helen’s troubled, surprised gaze. “That’s awfully unusual,” pronounced Jane, waggling her jaw and looking up sidewise at the portrait. “I mean, why would you want to have her imago in your study if you won’t see her socially?” “Yes,” chimed in Warren, “where’s the logic in that, Miles?” He had a look of profound disappointment on his bright features, like a child who sees a treat wafted away from him. “Gee,” he said, “it would have been fun to get you and Martha together again. I thought, down deep you really wanted that when you took a shine to the picture.” He turned a sweet, pleading face to Miles. “Please,” he begged. “Come do Bérénice. Come to dinner first. A week from tomorrow.” “No,” said Miles, curtly. “It wouldn’t be fair to Helen.” Rebuked, both the Coes directed their widened eyes to Miles’s better half, who smiled serenely and murmured, “Whatever you say, dearest.” Warren sank his cheek into his palm. He was torn, Miles could see, between his sociability and his sense of delicacy toward a woman’s feelings. But Jane was staring boldly at Helen. “You don’t want to see Miles’s ex?” she exclaimed. “I don’t mind,” said Helen, in a faint voice, looking to Miles for guidance. “I mind for her,” said Miles, grandly, letting the cat out of the bag; he took it for granted, as a mere matter of propriety, that Helen would feel jealous of Martha, and he saw no harm in letting the Coes know this. In his opinion, it reflected credit on her.


  Jane cogitated, looking from one to the other. “Everybody does up here, you know, Helen,” she chided. “I mean divorced couples meet their ex-mates. They all go to the same parties, and nobody thinks a thing of it. There wouldn’t be any social life if everybody felt like Miles.” “I am different,” said Miles. And in truth he felt a million light years distant from the New Leeds people. Old, soured, boiled as an owl a good deal of the time, bored to desperation except when he was working, he nevertheless had passions, he told himself, that let him know that he was a man still, among senile adolescents. Like an old lion, he nursed the wound Martha had given him because, as Jane ought to realize, he held sex sacred. “Why, Jane, isn’t that funny?” he heard Warren twitter. “What?” said Jane. “You remember, darling,” her husband prompted reproachfully. “Martha said the same thing, right here in this room. Only she said, ‘I’m different.’ Remember that?” Jane nodded. “When they first thought of buying the house,” she mused. “She didn’t want to meet you, Miles,” she continued, with a giggle of innocent malice. “That was the reason she gave for not buying it. We all told her she was a nut, that everybody met their ex-spouses here. But she claimed she was different. . . .” Miles smiled disbelievingly. “Martha,” he observed, “is a woman of words.” “Oh, she meant it all right,” averred Warren. “She fought buying that house, let me tell you.”


  Miles’s face reddened. He felt a ridiculous stab of pain. She refused to meet him while he, sentimental fool, had been on the verge of buying her portrait! The anger that had been accumulating in him during the past discussion suddenly boiled up and he wanted to hurt somebody. “Let’s go,” he said harshly. “Forget about the picture.” As he took a step toward the door, a knock sounded. There was a stark moment of silence; no one moved. The conviction that it must be the Sinnotts was graven, Miles saw, on every face. “It can’t be them,” whispered Jane. “It might be,” whispered back Warren. Another knock came. “They know we’re here because of the cars,” whispered Jane. “Answer it, man,” said Miles, in his normal voice. As Warren skipped to the door, Miles turned aside, steadying himself. Very likely, he said to himself, it was not Martha at all.


  


  But it was Martha, in a gray cloak, accompanied by her husband and a strange tall girl with short blond hair, wearing slacks. As soon as the door opened, Miles felt a release of tension in his belly. Now that she was here, he could say it: He had known they were going to meet today, ever since he got up this morning, and all his talk of not wanting to see her had been a protective mechanism, against disappointment. Wise Helen must have guessed when she saw him before his mirror, clipping the hairs in his nose while he was shaving, for she had said nary a word when he put aside the old coat and tie she had laid out for him in favor of the new tweed and the paisley. Jane Coe must have known that it was in the cards too as she sat there like a witch in her black shawl, urging him to stay. He would not put it past her to have cooked the whole thing up with Martha; he had never trusted the two of them when they got together.


  Martha herself, he noticed, was very formally dressed, for New Leeds. She had on a pair of smart black walking shoes, stockings, a black skirt, and some sort of white silk blouse, under the cloak, which he moved forward to take from her, doing the honors, while the rest of the party milled about in confusion. Sinnott was the only one who retained his self-possession, coming forward to shake hands briskly, ignoring the portrait—a very considerable feat, for, the sixty-six square feet of canvas had magnetized every eye but his. Nobody could miss the fact that Martha had been the chief topic of conversation. It was, as they said, a situation. Martha was shaking all over. Miles could feel it, as he lifted the cloak from her shoulders; he remembered that she had trembled, the first time he saw her, on the stage of a hapless summer theater production, so badly that the scenery shook.


  Her nervousness put him at ease. “I’m glad to see you,” he announced, taking her frightened hand in his firm, friendly grip. And he meant it. Whatever he might have expected to feel, seeing her at last, pleasure and cordiality were his prime sensations, as if he had caught a glimpse of a familiar face in a crowd. “It’s good to see you,” he reiterated, looking her over. But she, in a characteristic movement of rejection, began to apologize. They had thought, outside, that it was the Hubers’ car, she said; the Hubers had a new Cadillac too. Otherwise, the inference was, they would not have come in. Miles suppressed a smile. Wild horses, in his opinion, would not have kept her out, once she had guessed that he was inside: she had had to see him, just as he had to see her. But she was alleging that they must go, that they had dropped in, just for a minute, to have the girl in slacks meet the Coes, who were going to be her neighbors. Dolly Lamb, she explained, with a jerky nod at the tall girl, was a painter who had taken the house on Tern Pond for the winter; she did not know anybody up here; that was why they had brought her.


  Miles patiently listened, looking down into Martha’s eyes, like brown topazes, he used to say. There were faint wrinkles around them now, and she had a distrait, slightly careworn air. “Cool off,” he felt like telling her. “You don’t have to account for yourself to me any more.” As she named Tern Pond, she colored and hurried on with her exposition, for she and Miles used to picnic there, at this time of year, and once or twice, after bathing, they had made love, over her protests, on the sand, by the deserted house that this girl must now be occupying. Martha had claimed that somebody would come and catch them; she had had a lot of sexual defenses, though she always liked it, in the end. Her look, now, kept dodging his and flying nervously to her husband. Miles turned his head to examine him—a thin, high-colored young man in old flannels and a whipcord jacket with leather-patched elbows; not the New Leeds type. He had never paid him much heed in the days when Martha used to talk to him, before she ran off; there were always young men, on the beach, actors or poets or anarchists, that the young wives liked to gab with. Sinnott, the women used to say, was exceptionally good-looking, which was why Miles had not bothered to notice him. But he now conceded that he had been wrong. There was something in the tall, scowling fellow that was out of the common run, something of the old-fashioned gentleman, a kind of knightly quality that Miles found appealing. To his surprise, he felt no jealousy. From his vantage point of seniority, he found, he could look on Sinnott and Martha almost paternally, as if he had sired this marriage. He found himself wishing them well and hoping, for Sinnott’s sake, that Martha was behaving herself. She seemed, as Jane Coe said, to be genuinely in love, and the Coes evidently liked him. Whenever Sinnott spoke, Jane Coe giggled responsively and Warren Coe beamed, as he had at the baby on the beach. Yet there was something unstable there, underneath the nice manners and the glowing cheeks of the chevalier à la rose. If Miles had had him as a patient, he would have diagnosed an hysterical fixity, very rare in men, nowadays.


  Martha had changed a great deal. She was more unsure of herself and at the same time she had more dignity. There was less of the wayward modern girl and more of the bohemian lady in her. She had even changed her hair-do; that little knot at the nape was new. In the old days, she had had braids, wound around her head, unbecomingly, and she had worn peasant skirts, sometimes, and stripes and bright colors. Sinnott must have taught her how to dress. She had a frail look that Miles had never associated with her before, despite her small hands and thin waist. During their marriage, he had always been conscious of her tensile strength and durability—her Scandinavian side. Now it seemed as if the poetic side—the Italian mother—had got the upper hand. She appeared to be living constrainedly in some sort of romance: a projection of Sinnott’s, probably, a borrowed ego-ideal.


  The fact that she had changed so was an eye-opener to Miles. It troubled him to think that he, in the past, might have handled her wrong, on the theory that what she wanted was a strong father-figure, whereas perhaps all along it had been a brother she was looking for. . . . And yet she was tenser than ever, he was disturbed to see. When he refilled his glass and brought her a strong drink from the table, to encourage her to talk, he was startled by the laughing sharpness with which she spoke of the local people. He would have said shrill, except that she spoke in such a low voice that he had to lean closer to catch the anecdotes she was relating. He was a critical man himself, but she made him feel old and tolerant, by contrast. Yet it puzzled him to remember, as he listened, that it was Martha’s arrogant intolerance that he had loved most about her. He shook himself a little as it occurred to him that it was he who had changed, grown soft and torpid from age and creature comforts. Listening to Martha now, he had the same unpleasant sensation that he got from leafing over his early plays when he was alone in his windmill with a gale blowing and a glass by his side. Is this I, he asked himself, or was that I, back there?


  


  “Let’s sit down,” he said, interrupting her. He drew up two chairs and arranged them, a little apart from the group. On the couch, just to the right of them, Warren had cornered Miss Lamb, who sat upright and edgy, with a scared look, while he, leaning forward, his head to one side, was explaining the theory of his work to her. Miles motioned to Martha for silence. “Picasso,” they heard Warren’s modest voice say, “uses a succession of images, like the animated cartoonists to express linear time. I’ve gone a long way beyond that. Last year, I showed the continuum by painting both sides of the canvas. You get the idea? A mathematician up here suggested it to me. What you have is a continuous painting that curves back on itself. It’s the real break with easel painting.” “Why don’t you try sculpture?” the girl interposed, in a demure murmur, edging back from him on the couch. Mentally, Miles slapped his thigh, but Warren took the question literally. “I may,” he said, thoughtfully nodding. “I never thought of that. I guess it’s pretty obvious to an outsider.” The girl said something indistinct. Warren’s high laugh rang out. “Of course,” he cried, “I know it’s absurd that I should be ahead of Picasso—ever read Kierkegaard, by the way? Oh, you should, darn it; he taught me to accept the absurd. I’ve learned to accept a lot of things since I took up science and philosophy. The first thing I found out was that just about everything I thought was true wasn’t. Ever have that experience? I owe it mostly to Miles here.”


  Miles turned his head and deliberately winked at Martha. “You remember,” he said in a whisper, “what you used to say about our host here and a six-year-old child? ‘Why?’?” Martha nodded. She smiled, like her old self. Then, all at once, she turned pink and dropped her gaze to her lap. Miles felt himself flush too. He knew what she was remembering. It was impossible, it seemed, to find a subject of conversation that did not contain an oblique reference to their common past. He decided to take the bull by the horns. “Thank you,” he said, in a low voice, “for writing to me about Barrett. I ought to have answered.” “Oh,” she said, hurriedly. “It was nothing.” Her glance scurried off to her husband, who had paused in the midst of a conversation with Helen to watch Miles and Martha laughing and whispering. Helen was looking the other way. “I’m glad,” said Martha, loudly, “that you have a baby. It’s a boy, isn’t it?” “Yes,” said Helen from across the room, picking up the child and dandling it on her lap. There was a silence. “What are you writing?” said Martha, with a desperate look, again in a voice that was meant to carry.


  Everybody turned to hear Miles’s reply. “A philosophical work,” he said, shortly. “It would bore you to hear about it.” John Sinnott raised an eyebrow. “Not at all,” said Martha, with a queer little smile; a strand of fair hair had escaped from its knot and fallen across her forehead. For a moment, she looked strangely like the portrait, dissociated, fissionized. She had come apart, poor girl, Miles said to himself, as he watched her raise her hand to brush the stray lock back. There was a bandage on her finger and, stealing a look at Sinnott, he observed that he too had a bandage, a fairly large one, on his right hand. What was wrong between them, he wondered. Was it her failure to have children or the failure of her work as an actress? He looked shrewdly at Sinnott. Had he forced her to leave the stage?


  “Why, Miles,” said Jane, goggling, “didn’t you know? Martha is a philosopher too.” “Not a real one,” said Martha, as Miles turned to stare at her. “I never took my degree.” “We told you about that, Miles,” put in Warren. “Don’t you remember?” Miles shook his head. “Oh, yes,” said Jane. Miles frowned. Either he was losing his memory, what with the drink and age, or people had ceased to interest him, except perfunctorily. He could see from Helen’s face that he had just had a bad lapse; the Coes must have told him about this development in Martha, and yet he had clean forgotten. “You don’t say?” he muttered, and began to ask her whom she had studied under. But he scarcely heard her answers for thinking how strange it was that any detail about Martha could have eluded his notice, when he had once put detectives on her, not even to get evidence—for he had plenty—but just to learn what she was doing and whether his friends were seeing her. “What are you up to now?” he interrupted. “You doing your dissertation?” Martha smiled. “You just asked me that,” she pointed out. Miles pulled himself together. “The answer is no,” said Martha, with a pert little twinkle. “I decided not to do it two years ago.” Miles nodded. His curiosity stirred. “What are you up to?” he demanded. To his surprise, Martha colored. “I’m writing a play,” she confessed.


  Miles gave a start. For a moment, he was violently angry. There it was again, that pattern of imitation. She had not changed in the least; she had come back here to compete with him again. He no longer considered himself a playwright, but that was how the public remembered him. She must have read his thoughts. “I’m not going to take up boxing,” she murmured, twitting him, with a little air of apology, which he thought was in poor taste. He rose on his dignity. “Don’t apologize,” he said. He had always been a magnanimous man and he took comfort in the thought. He had always told Martha, he recalled, that she had a wonderful ear for dialogue. He had no doubt, once he thought about it, that she could write a very clever little comedy. “That’s great,” he said, warmly. “You’ve found yourself at last. I always said you could do a play.” “I remember,” said Martha.


  “And you’ll bring something to it that I never had,” he continued, his friendliness increasing, for he truly loved the arts and suffered here in this sterile region from the absence of young shoots of talent to spring up around him. He was nearly fifty-five, now, and Warren Coe, who was close to his own age, was the only bud of promise he had been able to detect in the area; the rest were all blasted. Everybody was “artistic,” and nobody was an artist. “Yes,” he nodded. “Practical experience of the theater. That’s the thing. I don’t mean exits and entrances—anybody can manage that side of it. I mean a feeling for the medium—the grand imposture of the whole thing. It’s a make-believe world that the layman doesn’t get the hang of. Nobody can write a real drama who hasn’t smelled the grease paint; it’s like somebody composing music who’s never played an instrument.” Martha gave a deprecating shrug. “I don’t know,” she said. “Actors and actresses have written some terrible plays. Bernhardt, remember?” “Ah,” said Miles, “but there was Shakespeare, and Molière and O’Neill.” “On the other hand, there was Shaw,” she answered. “And Congreve and Wilde.” “Wilde was a lifelong actor,” protested Miles.


  The others had turned again to watch them. Unconsciously, they had both raised their voices, as if they were alone together and the rest of the room were blocked out. “What was that, Miles?” wondered Warren. “Say that again.” “Yes, let us in on it,” pleaded Jane. But Martha had risen, with a little grimace. “We must go,” she said. “Oh gee,” sighed Warren. “Just when it’s getting interesting.” But Martha shook her head. John Sinnott had fetched her cloak and was on his way to her with it like a galleon. Dolly Lamb stood up. Miles frowned as he watched young Sinnott put the cloak on Martha’s shoulders. He himself, he thought sourly, ought to have been the first to leave. Yet he had been having a fine time, sparring with Martha, before the others broke it up. It was like a bit of the old days. But it was frustrating to talk to her like that, with Jane Coe’s big ears flapping and Warren’s nose twitching for crumbs from the banquet, Helen looking tense and worried on his behalf, and John Sinnott’s warrior’s eye on them and his biceps flexed to defend Martha. Miles rose and stretched. “Maybe I’ll come to see you one of these days,” he said to Martha, with a slight yawn. Martha seemed taken aback. Was it possible that she was afraid of him still? “Umm,” she said, noncommittally.


  Everybody was on the move, all at once. They were picking their way out to the cars, guided by Warren’s flashlight. Miles stood in the parking space, waiting for Sinnott to move his old open Ford out of the way of his Cadillac. Helen and the baby were in the car, and Miles was watching the girl painter drive off first in her jeep, when, in the glare of Sinnott’s headlights, he became aware that Warren Coe was beside him, batting his eyes and wiggling his eyebrows and smiling an urgent question in the direction of Martha. For a minute, Miles could not divine what had got into him. Then he remembered the portrait. What Warren was saying in pantomime was that Miles should ask her, now, if it was all right for him to have it. Miles inwardly shrugged. Sober, he was not sure whether he wanted the painting, but he did not mind asking, just for the hell of it. He strolled up to the Sinnotts’ car and indicated to Martha that he wanted to speak to her. Martha rolled down her window. “I like that portrait of you,” he said in a casual tone. Martha’s eyebrows rose; she turned to her husband, who merely raced the engine. “Seriously?” she said in a lowered voice, looking back to where Warren was standing. “Seriously,” agreed Miles. “It’s far the best thing he’s done. In fact,” he continued, leaning his elbow on the little car’s window sash, “I’ve had the notion of buying it.” Martha stared. “You’re crazy,” she said. “Where would you put it?” She bit her lip. “Excuse me,” she corrected herself. “It’s none of my business.” “Warren tells me,” said Miles, “that he’d have to have your permission to sell it.”


  Martha looked at her husband. “Why not?” he said lightly. “You don’t want it.” “This isn’t a joke?” demanded Martha. “No, of course not. Why should it be?” returned Miles, rather irritably. “You really think Warren has something, then?” Miles nodded. “Why, then,” said Martha, gaily, “I think it’s marvelous. John, wouldn’t it be wonderful if Warren could be discovered after all these years?” John smiled briefly. “Yes,” he said. Miles had the feeling that Sinnott was inwardly laughing at him, and that Martha too would burst into merriment, the minute he turned away. She was peering at him critically as if to make out whether he was drunk. “Sleep on it,” she suggested, after a moment. Her voice was gentle and solicitous, but he felt the old rage rising in him at the notion that she was trying to manage him again, the first chance she got. In the eyes of this superior pair, he was nothing but a maudlin jackass. “Good night,” he said abruptly and moved away from the car.


  Four


  


  THE VICOMTE had come to call on the Sinnotts just after Sunday lunch. He was sitting in an easy chair, by the fireplace, holding a small earthenware dish of Martha’s pot-de-crême, vanilla, in his square, seamed hand. By his side rested his walking stick, and he was still puffing a little from his walk up the hill. Nobody knew his age. He had a large red face and dark-blond, straight, pomaded hair of a hue that could scarcely be dyed; he wore it combed back, without a part, and longish, like a woman’s short bob. His suit was a faded tan silk, cut rather loose, which looked as if it had been made for him in Japan many years back. The vicomte had a much-traveled mien, like a stout suitcase with frayed hotel stickers; today, he suggested the Orient-fans, a kimono, verandahs, matting. John had not recognized him, as he made his way up the driveway, with a basket of field-mushrooms, a house-gift, in one hand, and the stick, which he paused to rest on, in the other. He had the air of a meditative pilgrim toiling up to a monastery with an offering. “Why, it’s M. de Harnonville!” cried Martha, peering out the window, astonished and somewhat pleased that the vicomte had dressed to pay them a visit. For ordinary use, behind the counter in the liquor store, he wore a dark-blue T-shirt, a green eyeshade, blue jeans, and sandals. On his feet, at present, were a pair of high shoes, recently blackened, evidently, for the shoeblack was coming off on the chair’s white slipcover while John frowningly watched.


  Martha had put a little table down, for the custard cup and spoon, but M. de Harnonville ignored it, holding the cup in his hand and letting the spoon dribble custard onto his napkined lap in the most aristocratic fashion. He had come, it slowly transpired, to buy an early Seth Thomas clock that the Sinnotts had inherited with the house. He was also interested in a sundial, a birdbath, and a painted rocker, which he believed to be stored in the workshop. The previous owner, he said, coughing, had promised him these things, but since the poor bloody old chap had killed himself without making a will, M. de Harnonville stood ready to pay.


  John and Martha glanced quickly at each other. The thought flashed between them that the vicomte was in cahoots with the former handyman, who had already carried off a truckload of stuff in deference to the late owner’s supposed wishes and had nearly got away with the clock and a pretty silk-and-velvet patchwork quilt, worth over a hundred dollars, which he had stowed in an old bureau drawer. But the instant the suspicion entered her mind, Martha quashed it, shaking her head slightly as a warning to her husband to do likewise. She hated suspecting people, and the vicomte was popular in New Leeds, where he was known as “Paul” to everybody, from the bank president to the village idiots. Though he lived in a single, bare room back of his antique shop and ate his meals sitting at the counter of the local grille, reading a Boston tabloid, he was held to be an authority on everything going—world politics, wines, cooking, gardening, how to arrange your furniture. She and John, it seemed, had already got off on the wrong foot by sending to Boston for a shipment of reasonably priced, decent wine, after one look at the vicomte’s stock. You could not do that, the Coes hurried over to tell Martha when they heard about it via the express man: everybody here went to Paul, who got a percentage—how else would he live in the winter, when the antique business folded up?


  “You’ll have to get used to the folkways,” Warren told John, with one of his peaceful smiles. But John chafed against the village and the village chafed against him. “Be nice,” Martha kept feeling impelled to tell him on the brink of every occasion. “Be nice,” she had pleaded, just now, as she recognized the vicomte approaching. Callers took up too much time, he contended, and wasted Martha’s energy. He could not forget that they had come here for a purpose and he watched Martha’s outlay of energy with a sort of fanatic jealousy, as though there were only so much of it, a diminishing stock. He was still angry with her, she knew, because she had sat for the portrait. It was getting “involved” in New Leeds, he said—which she had promised him she would not do. And he was cross with Warren for having asked her. Just as he had predicted, she had come home worn out after each sitting, for Warren had taken advantage of the occasion to make her talk philosophy with him for three hours at a stretch. And he still kept popping around with what he called “unfinished questions.”


  “That’s life in the country,” Martha explained, patiently. In the country, she said, you had to be disponible. Otherwise, people would say you were a snob. So much the better, argued John: then they would leave you in peace. But Martha would not consent to this. It was bad for your character, she tried to show him, to hoard yourself like a miser: openness and hospitality were the basis of ancient virtue, like Abraham entertaining the angels, unawares. Abraham was not writing a play, John retorted. For John, the village was an enemy silently waiting to infiltrate as soon as his back was turned. Last week, he had gone up to Boston, to do some research in the library, and came home to find that Martha had let the plumber and his helpers drive their truck over his freshly seeded lawn. It was not her fault, actually: she had heard the truck too late, and opened her study window and screamed at them like a harpy, pointing to John’s barriers and a big “Keep off the Grass” sign. She was proud, for John’s sake, that she had done that much, though the plumber went off in a huff and would not come back to fix the pump he had botched up. He was very sensitive, it seemed, about being a plumber, because he had gone to college, and Martha, the Coes told John, should have thought of that before she yelled, “Can’t you read?”


  Martha was not tactful, despite all her theories of hospitality and neighborliness. She could never remember the things you were supposed to remember about the people up here—who had had a lung removed and who was impotent and who was drinking and who was on the wagon this season. And yet, as she knew, in New Leeds such facts assumed a great importance and even conferred distinction. Right off the bat, she blundered, for example, with the vicomte by offering him coffee and a brandy. “Dear lady,” protested M. de Harnonville, “I am an alcoholic.” How was she expected to know that, she demanded of John later. She hardly knew the vicomte. He had come here after the war, to stay with some moneyed summer people, just before she left Miles. He seemed to know her very well, but all she could remember of him, from that period, was that he was said to be writing his memoirs of the Resistance: his hosts liked to tell how he had been parachuted, disguised as a businessman, back into his native province, where he had worked for the Allies. Martha had thought this remarkable—because he was so fat—and she was greatly surprised to come back, after all these years, and find him still here, a placid institution, like the new high school. His name was on the town roll of honor, in the square, but everybody seemed to have forgotten about the memoirs. Jane Coe, in fact, now claimed to know that he had really spent the war years in New York, acting as a paid courier to rich refugees: a cousin of the Hubers had seen him, she declared. And she added her own cheerful surmise, that he had probably been working for the Germans too—he looked, she thought, a lot like Goering.


  “You oughtn’t to say that, dear,” Warren had interjected mildly, but Jane pooh-poohed his fears. Nobody up here, she said, would mind what Paul had done, not even the FBI, who only cared about Communists now. Why, Hitler himself could come here and set up as a house-painter and nobody would mind; that, in a way, agreed Warren, was the nice part of New Leeds.


  


  It was the vicomte’s rich air of fraudulence that took Martha’s fancy today; he appealed to her sense of theater. She did not even object to the shoeblacking coming off him; it was a part of his makeup. He sat in the chair like somebody playing the roll of an impostor nobleman, fat, florid, seedy, with a plaintive blue eye—a compendium of myths and history, with his darker pages open, almost ostentatiously. And yet the Coes attested that he was a real vicomte; strangely enough, observed Jane with a toss of her shawl. He had really traveled a great deal, the Coes said, and spoke a great many languages and their dialects. The liquor-store window, in the winter season, was papered with a collection of educational photographs, of the Upper Nile, the Ganges, a Chinese riverboat, a Russian cruiser of the tsar’s day, a fjord, a cork plantation, an American oilfield, in all of which M. de Harnonville was standing, looking exactly the same, and surrounded by a swarm of natives, just as he was here. Yet if he had spent six months, as he claimed, in all the places he had been caught by the camera, he would have to be a hundred and twenty, according to Warren’s count. Jane declared that the answer was simple: Paul, who was probably about sixty, had lived a double life, she said thoughtfully.


  He was a bit of a bore, Jane contended; he talked too much about mon oncle, le duc and society people, whom nobody was interested in, nowadays. But Warren disagreed; he had learned a lot from Paul, he insisted. John, Martha could see, was of Jane’s opinion. He barely concealed a yawn as the vicomte began to relate the history of alcoholism in the Harnonville blood: mon oncle, le duc, it seemed, had been a famous toper. For Martha, however, the vicomte and his uncle were interesting just because she doubted their reality. To call her husband’s attention to this point, she gave a gay little laugh. “I don’t believe it,” she said flatly. The vicomte frowned. “I assure you,” he said. “It is all in the memoirs.” Martha saw that her jesting tone had offended him. “Still,” she persisted, “I never heard that you were a drinker.” The vicomte shrugged. “Oh yes, my dear girl,” he affirmed. “You would not have known me. I was a shocking sight. In the gutter. Six months. Positively.” He began to rummage in his pockets. Martha giggled. She feared, as she told John later, that he was about to produce a snapshot of himself in the gutter, but it was only a cigarette case. He lit a mentholated cigarette, waving aside John’s match. He had, Martha observed, a very bad cigarette cough. “When was this?” she said, skeptically. The vicomte meditated. “Oh . . . during the war . . . I cannot say now the exact date.” Martha was silent. She did not want to press him, rudely, but it was he who had introduced the topic. And she still did not believe him, as she tried to indicate to John, though she could not think why anyone should pose as an alcoholic. The vicomte met her look. “You’re seeking the stigmata?” he said. “Stigmata?” cried Martha, alarmed; she suddenly remembered hearing that the vicomte was très catholique. “The signs,” said the vicomte, with an air of impatience. “The signs of alcoholism.” Martha nodded. “They are there,” he assured her. “My doctor could tell you. The blood sugar is never the same.” “But you don’t drink any more?” “No,” said the vicomte. He pulled himself out of his chair and selected a small bronze from the mantel, turned it around, and set it back in silence.


  “It must be hard on you, working in the liquor store,” said Martha, at a loss for another topic and getting no help from her husband, who sat looking intently at the vicomte now, as if the old fellow were a foreign particle that had intruded on his field of vision for the first time. “ ’Ard?” said the vicomte, blinking. Martha repeated her remark in a louder voice. M. de Harnonville turned wonderingly to John. “My wife means the temptation.” “Ah,” said the vicomte. “But that is part of our method.” “ ‘Our’?” queried Martha, uneasily mindful again of the vicomte’s religion; John was a perfect Roundhead who held popery in aversion. “A. A.,” said the vicomte. “You know what it is?” “Alcoholics Anonymous,” chorused the Sinnotts. The vicomte nodded. “A wonderful society,” he said. “Truly missionary. In the spirit of Vincent de Paul. I give them what little time I have here. They call me and I come. It is very moving. Last week, in the woods, a little girl, abandoned by her husband—oh, la pauvre.”


  He bowed his head. “Isn’t there a clash of interests?” said John, with a cold little laugh. He disapproved of Martha’s taste for pious frauds and he refused, despite all her merry glances, to find the vicomte amusing. “Interests?” repeated the vicomte, picking up a little china figure, replacing it, and shading his eyes frowningly against the afternoon sun. “He means the interests of your work in the liquor store as against the interests of your work in A. A.,” interpreted Martha. “But where is the problem?” said the vicomte, resuming his chair. “As an alcoholic, I know wines and whiskeys very well.” Martha opened her mouth to explain further, but at John’s impatient signal she closed it again. “Besides,” mused M. de Harnonville, in a franker tone, “it is like the pleasures of the eye and the hand for a man who is past the age for the other. . . . A little perversion, I suppose.” He tilted his big bobbed head. Martha jumped up. “Let me take that,” she said and hurried out with the empty custard cup to the kitchen.


  Left alone with John, the vicomte leaned back in his chair and looked shrewdly at the tall young man opposite him, in white shirtsleeves and black sleeveless sweater, perched rather nervously on the black sofa. “I understand you very well,” he said, unexpectedly. “You are a young American, of good family; very high-principled, like your wife. You are thinking of la question morale. But you must remember that ‘moral’ in French has a somewhat different meaning.” He got up and went to the window, where he stood looking out onto the lawn, with his arms behind his back. “You should prune that rose tree,” he observed. Under his authoritative stare, John felt their property blanch; the sandy patches on the lawn grew bigger and whiter; the box withered; briars raised their stalks. “If you fix it, it will be very nice,” he heard the vicomte sum up. “But it will cost you $20,000—a fortune.” The old man shrugged and turned away from the window. “We like it shabby,” protested Martha, in the doorway, seeing her husband’s woeful face. The vicomte threw out his hands and gave a short laugh. “Chacun à son goût,” he conceded.


  


  There was a disturbing finality about him—a mixture of positiveness and indifference, as if being French and a swindle had given him the last word. And it was indeed the last word he seemed to articulate, in his hoarse, choking voice. He dismissed his own words, like useless servants, the minute they were spoken and paid no attention whatever to the sounds that issued from the Sinnotts. Each of his abrupt summations was succeeded by a “profound” silence. In the workshop, where they had gone to inspect the things, his connoisseur’s eye had wandered straight to the beam from which the suicide had hanged himself. “You’re not superstitious?” he ruminated. He seemed more interested, really, in the mechanics or workmanship of the tragedy than in the business he had come to transact. He measured the drop, thoughtfully, with his fat lower lip protruding, and hoisted himself onto the bench, which, he explained to the Sinnotts, nodding, the dead man must have used. In fact, Martha, watching him uncomfortably and clutching her husband’s arm, began to feel that the antique business was only a pretext for getting into the workshop. But all at once he made a grimace of boredom and clambered down, brushing dust from his trousers. He looked over the furniture, briskly, and offered what to the Sinnotts seemed a very fair price—the idea that the stuff had been promised him appeared to have been given its congé.


  John Sinnott could not hide his surprise. The clock, though ugly, had a certain collector’s value, but twenty dollars for the birdbath? He and Martha exchanged wondering looks. “You’re sure you’re not cheating yourself?” he felt driven to ask, as he peered for the third time at the figures M. de Harnonville had scrawled out on a page from his notebook. This concern, which filled Martha with wifely pride, appeared to nettle the vicomte. “My dear fellow,” he said with an air of patience, “these garden things are very desirable.” “But it’s hideous,” protested Martha, running her finger over the birdbath. “It isn’t even old.” The vicomte blew his nose. “Each to his own taste,” he said, stowing away his dirty handkerchief. “I find it quite pretty.” A pall of silence fell. They began to walk slowly across the lower lawn. Martha was vexed. Solely in the interests of accuracy, she wanted to dispute with him the value of those knickknacks. Thanks to John’s work in the Historical Society, both the Sinnotts knew a good deal about furniture, and Martha was vain of the fact. She was also proud of their taste. And, despite all indications to the contrary, she had been hoping to find a fellow-spirit in the old antiquaire: somebody who had standards and was a purist in this uncorseted place. Yet every time she spoke she had the feeling that she was screaming, across a gulf of petty misunderstanding. The sound of her own voice, childishly positive, like a college girl’s, cut into the still afternoon and made her resolve not to speak again, until she could master the desire to argue.


  But the vicomte himself reopened the subject. “The sundial and the birdbath,” he said, stopping and leaning on his stick, “I can understand they are not to your liking. But why sell the clock? Excuse me if I say you were foolish.” “We don’t like it,” said John, crisply, like a manifesto. “But it’s very good,” objected the vicomte, raising his voice and tapping his stick peremptorily on the ground. “Very old, relatively. Very rare.” “We don’t like Americana,” explained John. “Americana!” cried the vicomte, pointing at the house. “But that is Americana.” “No, it isn’t,” said Martha, abruptly. “But of course,” said the vicomte. “What else would it be?” “When we say Americana,” replied Martha, in tones of forbearance, “we mean something quaint, what you call folklorique.” The vicomte tapped his stick again; his big seamed face grew redder. “Excuse me,” he said. “I understand very well the distinction. But to me, if I may say so, your house is Americana. It was not a house for a wealthy merchant, but a simple cottage. And inside, on the old chimney piece, you have put an Empire clock, marble and bronze, very nice in its way, but in a different spirit altogether. In your place, I should have kept the clock you sold me and got rid of the Empire one.” “But the Empire one is handsome.” “Handsome?” The vicomte raised a shoulder. “But they are very common, you know.”


  With another shrug, he took out his pocketbook and handed John the money. The Sinnotts glanced wonderingly at each other as John stuffed the bills into his pocket. This was a windfall for them; they were very low at the bank, and a mortgage payment was due. Yet their pleasure was discolored by the vicomte’s irascible manner, which seemed to insist that he had “done” them, against his inclination. “Count it, count it!” he exclaimed, as if speaking to a child, and John, shrugging himself, obediently leafed through the bills, while the old man watched him. Martha felt dissatisfaction in the air, as if they had all been weighed in each other’s scales and found wanting. She knew what she had expected of the vicomte, but how, concretely, he had found them a disappointment she could not make out.


  Yet he made no move to go. He seemed rooted to the spot, tracing a pattern with his stick on the stubbly lawn. “You could sell off some of this,” he suddenly proposed, pointing down the locust grove to the old apple orchard. “You have more than you can manage. By the road there, you can cut off two house-lots.” John Sinnott’s brows drew darkly together; he stiffened and threw his chest out, like an equestrian statue of one of his military ancestors. “I can find you a buyer perhaps,” their visitor persisted. “No,” pleaded Martha. The vicomte slowly turned his head and regarded them in rheumy astonishment. “You are romantic,” he divined. “Certainly,” said Martha. In her lexicon this was a term of praise. But the vicomte made a moue of boredom and returned his blinking gaze to the ground. In the silence, they heard a quail call. The feeling that there was a defeated purpose in the vicomte’s visit oppressed Martha’s spirits; she hated the inconclusive. Her common sense told her that he had come simply to satisfy his curiosity, like so many others who had “looked in on” them since John’s accident the other day, only to be disappointed, apparently, to find everything in order, the bed made, the floor swept, the dish towels on the line. But she felt something more here, as if he had something to say to them that he had thought better of when he saw them together, for the first time, on their home ground. Disturbing ideas floated through her head: that he had come to proselytize them, for A. A., for the Roman church, or to warn them, like one of Abraham’s angels, away from New Leeds. Her eyebrows queried her husband, over the vicomte’s bent head. There was still time to go swimming, if their guest would only leave.


  “You’ll send for the things?” prompted John. The vicomte absently nodded. “I have a man with a truck who works for me sometimes.” He seemed lost in reflection; the Sinnotts waited. “I’ll give you a lift,” proposed John. The vicomte did not appear to hear him. “My truck,” he said, bowing to Martha, “has just had the honor of transporting you to Digby.” “Me?” cried Martha. “Your likeness,” said the vicomte. “Oh, the portrait!” She turned a dismayed, startled face to her husband and felt her neck redden. “Oh, no!” she cried.


  But John showed no surprise. “I told you,” he said, interrupting her exclamations and giving her a baleful look. “You knew?” the vicomte said, coughing. “Martha knew,” said John, curtly. Martha shook her head violently. She had not known, she said to herself. She had really believed what she had been telling John for the past three days: that Miles would not even remember the portrait when he woke up the next morning. A pain gripped her heart: for the first time in their knowledge of each other, John disbelieved her. “You were right,” she admitted with a timid, placatory smile. “You see?” he said, poking her with his elbow, meaning that it was her fault, for having sat for Warren.


  The vicomte watched them. “A strange whim, don’t you think,” he said, seating himself on a garden bench, “on Murphy’s part, to want to possess a likeness of his ex-wife? Something abnormal, I find—a little in the manner of Bluebeard.” Martha lowered her eyes. She agreed with the vicomte, but she had made a rule with John not to discuss Miles openly, here in New Leeds. She was burning to know more; after the first moment of perturbation, her natural inquisitiveness reasserted itself. But John, she saw, was truly upset. He sank onto the grass, wrapped his long arms, in their white shirtsleeves, glumly about his knees, and stared straight ahead of him. She settled down by his side and patted his knee lightly. It embarrassed her to have the vicomte see how hard John took things. At the same time, she was sorry for this gentle, moody being, her husband, who dropped more and more into himself, the more he disapproved of her, nowadays. And yet she could not see—as she would have said, but for the vicomte’s presence—what she had done that was wrong, except in its unforeseen consequences. Nobody could have predicted that Miles would buy the portrait. She could scarcely believe it, even now, on the vicomte’s word. The only thing that persuaded her, inwardly, that it was true was the fact that it had befallen her, almost like a punishment, for yielding to Warren’s entreaties.


  


  The vicomte was continuing his speculations, addressing himself to John. “After all,” he mused, “it’s a distorted vision, poor Coe’s. A mutilation. Quelle horreur! Your wife’s eye rolling about the canvas like a marble. I wonder you permitted it.” John raised his eyebrows but said nothing.


  “So you delivered it,” hurriedly put in Martha. She did not want the vicomte to find out that John had objected to the sittings; if it got back to Warren, his feelings would be hurt. “Yesterday,” agreed M. de Harnonville. “As a favor to Jane Coe, who came to ask me at the store. She had it tied onto the top of her station wagon, but it started to fall off in the village.” John suddenly laughed. “Badly damaged?” he said hopefully. Martha frowned and seized his hand. “A little,” said the vicomte. “I fixed it for her. I know something of picture-restoring. In a way, the accident was fortunate. It enabled her to reduce the price.” John turned his head to the vicomte, with an expression of dawning interest. “What was the price?” queried Martha. “Eighteen hundred dollars,” said the vicomte. “What?” cried the Sinnotts, in unison, sitting straight up and staring at each other. “Eighteen hundred dollars,” repeated M. de Harnonville, cautiously smiling. “A bit steep, eh?”


  The Sinnotts began to laugh, immoderately; John Sinnott rolled over on the lawn and bounced about, like a young boy. “Why, that’s crazy,” said Martha with feeling. “Mr. de Harnonville, you don’t mean to say that Miles paid that?” “My dear,” sighed M. de Harnonville, “you should know. Murphy is not a man who pays easily. I have been at law with him myself. . . .” “What time of day was it? Was he sober?” Martha demanded. “Sober?” said the vicomte. “I can’t say. He was not in a good humor when I came. I wanted my man to put it up for him. But he called out to his wife to tell the baron to just leave it and go. Ever since our lawsuit, he speaks of me as the baron.”


  “And Mrs. Murphy?” said John, with a sidelong look at Martha. Their eyes sparkled at each other, as if they were at a play. “She was very nice,” said the vicomte. “It was she who had arranged it with Jane Coe. She telephoned Jane to bring it, as a surprise for Murphy’s birthday.” The Sinnotts fell back on the ground. “Poor Miles!” sighed Martha. “He always hates his birthday presents. . . .” She did mental arithmetic. “Why, he must be fifty-five. . . .” “Who set the price?” interrupted John. “Jane, surely?” said Martha. “No,” said the vicomte. “It was Warren. Jane herself was a little troubled about it; she asked me several times did I think Miles would think it was too high.” Martha gave a fresh shriek of laughter. “How did he arrive at it, do you think?” she wondered, turning to her husband. John reflected. “By the yard,” he ventured. “Actually, it’s not a big price, by Fifty-seventh Street standards. A dealer would want two thousand, anyway, for a Pollock or De Kooning of that size.” “But Coe is an unknown,” virtuously objected the vicomte. “It appears to me that he took an advantage of his friend.”


  “Why, it’s shocking,” agreed Martha. “The Coes are rolling in money. Not that you could tell it, from the way they live. It’s typical of rich people to do a thing like that to a poor man like Miles.” “Helen has money,” John pointed out. “Not like Jane,” said Martha. “Jane told me once that her family lived on the income of their income. And Warren has something of his own.” The vicomte’s blue eyes dilated. “Why, just think of it, John,” continued Martha, sensing some sudden disagreement in her husband. “It’s black ingratitude. After all, it’s the first picture Warren’s sold!” “You’re mistaken,” retorted John. “He’s been selling his paintings for years, to his father-in-law.” “A-h-h!” acknowledged the vicomte. “You have explained it. The father-in-law is a rich man.” He nodded approvingly at John.


  “Still,” murmured Martha, “those aren’t bona fide sales. Warren must know that underneath.” Her brow wore a severe ruffle; she was angry with Warren for implicating her in something preposterous. The two men shook their heads. “No, my dear,” said the vicomte. “He cannot permit himself to know. People cannot live with such knowledge. They go and hang themselves in the workshop. The proof that he doesn’t know is just what your husband said—the price he felt obliged to charge Murphy.” “Obliged?” Martha gave a sharp laugh. “Obliged,” repeated John. “You can see that, if you want to. If Warren asked Miles less than he’s been asking Mr. Carl, the inference would be that he’d been taking charity all these years from his wife’s father.” “Oh, come!” said Martha. “I always thought Mr. Carl liked his work.” “Perhaps he does,” said John. “It is more convenient for him that way,” suggested the vicomte.


  “You horrify me,” cried Martha. “Both of you. You sound so cynical.” And she looked in amazement at her husband. “What do you want?” wondered the vicomte. “That Coe should know that his work is valueless and his beau-père should know it too?” “I’m not talking about value. I’m talking about price,” objected Martha. “But it’s the same thing,” said the vicomte. “Value is the price we will pay for what we want. Until yesterday, your portrait had no value. Today it has its price—that is to say, it exists, where before it was only an idea. Now it has been recognized; it is born.” “Oh, stuff!” said Martha. “You just said yourself that the painting was horrible—didn’t he, John?” “To me, it is horrible,” agreed the vicomte, equably. “But I am not of an age to appreciate modern art.”


  Martha flung up her hands. “I can’t argue with you,” she said. “You keep shifting. ‘Appreciate’—what does that mean?” “To set a price on, silly,” said John. Martha frowned; she felt entangled in the discussion, and yet somewhere, in this cat’s cradle of verbiage, there was something that seemed to her important to say. “Am I so wrong,” she demanded, turning earnestly to John, “to expect Warren to know a little bit of the truth about his work? Just a little bit? I don’t ask the impossible.” “And what is the truth, madame?” said the vicomte. “Can you tell us?” Martha nodded, ignoring the buttery satire in the vicomte’s voice. “Why yes,” she said. “At least a part of it. The truth is that Warren’s work is absurd, in the world’s eyes. And I expect him to take that into account, when he sets a price on it. You think so yourself or you wouldn’t have laughed at him.” “Perhaps Warren will have the laugh on all of us, in time,” said the vicomte, sagely.


  Martha smiled. “That’s what every undiscovered artist hopes for—the last laugh. But Warren is all too serious when he puts that ridiculous price on his paintings. He really thinks price is value.” “Naturally,” said the vicomte. “Other people value us by the price we set on ourselves. Coe was right; he got away with it.” He gave a barking laugh and ran his hand over his pomaded hair. “No,” said Martha. “That won’t do, in the arts. You can’t ‘make’ value by high-pressure methods, like a business men’s price-fixing syndicate.” “They all do,” observed John. “Not all,” said Martha. “The typical ‘new’ artist, of legend, had no idea what his paintings were worth. He was always giving them to his landlady.” John cited exceptions; Martha countered; the vicomte looked bored. “Tell me,” he said, abruptly, flexing his brows at Martha, “you do not have faith in your own work?” Martha felt John’s eyes on her. “No,” she said. “I don’t. He does.” She jerked a thumb at her husband. “For my part, I alternate between hope and despair.” She gave a rueful sigh. The vicomte slowly rose and stretched. “Ah well,” he said, “you will never succeed, then. In this world, everything is relative.”


  Martha stood in the kitchen, washing the vicomte’s custard cup and humming a hymn tune. The two men had gone; John had insisted on driving the vicomte back to the village. Outside, the sun was sinking. It was too late to go swimming, and John, when he came home, would probably be cross at her for letting the vicomte stay so long. On the kitchen table stood the vicomte’s basket, which she had forgotten to empty and return to him. “Oh hell,” she said, staring at the basket and knowing that this meant that they would have to see the vicomte again. Moreover, she had forgotten to thank him a second time for the mushrooms, which he had gathered with his own fat hands on the deserted golf course. “Oh hell,” she repeated, beginning to tote up the record of her errors for the day. She had let him stay too long; she had been rather rude in the discussion; she had criticized Warren in a way that was bound to get repeated; she had paid no attention when John tried to deflect her by taking Warren’s part. She could not learn, apparently, to strike a middle course between indulging a person like Warren and lambasting him to the first stranger who appeared.


  And, in John’s eyes, of course, she had betrayed him by announcing that she had no faith in her work. It was true, though not in the sense that the vicomte had understood. “You didn’t have to say it,” she heard her husband’s voice proclaim. “I was upset,” she mentally defended herself. “How would you feel if he had just bought your portrait?” And she had been upset, she supposed—more than she had consciously realized. Everything Miles did unnerved her, every word she heard of him, though she did not always feel it straight off. “That horrible man,” she said aloud, remembering his drawling voice, and his elbows, in their hideous hairy tweed, resting on their car door, the other day at the Coes’. If he came to see them, as he had threatened to do, she would not, she clearly foresaw, have the force to prevent him. Neither would John; they were both too polite. She would never have the boldness to tell him that he had no right to come there.


  She heard the car door slam, down the hill by the garage, and ransacked her mind for something to tell John that would divert him from the subject of the portrait—something amusing or very serious. But as she watched him, coming up the hill, with a determined, purposeful step, there were only words running through her head: value, posterity, truth.


  Five


  


  IT WAS Martha’s theory that people, whatever they said, did in the end what they wanted. The only exception she knew of was her relation with Miles. With Miles she had done steadily what she hated, starting from the moment she married him, violently against her will. “You wanted to, all right,” he used to growl at her, but she knew that it was not true. She had no explanation for this strange fact about herself. She was timid but not supine; nobody, except Miles, had ever browbeat her successfully. It was her youth, her friends had told her; when she met him, she had been an untried girl, who had not found herself, as the phrase was. If that was the case (and even John seemed to think so), she should have outgrown her fear of Miles during the intervening years; she felt much stronger, certainly. Yet, to her horror, the other day at the Coes’, when she was face to face with Miles, the years between vanished and she had begun to tremble again, as she had not trembled since the night she had left him. This awful weakness in herself she dared not confess to John, chiefly for fear of troubling him with something that was inexplicable. She did not like Miles, but she did not dislike him either, apart from his effect on her. Now that she was free of him, she saw his good points and his drawbacks in her customary clear perspective. Here in the New Leeds region, he had a certain stature, compared to the other men; he had a canny mind and read a great deal, seriously. He might yet produce something worth while in the new field he had roamed into—the history of ideas; he was forceful and energetic, with a gift for amassing information that was like his prodigies at the table. . . . His trouble, Martha had decided, was that his talent was crushed by his ambition; he had wanted to be another Goethe and had ended up as a rolling stone. And he had no facility of expression. She herself, she now perceived, had qualities Miles envied: a sharp ear and a lively natural style. There was therefore no reason why she should tremble before him, when she knew him, moreover, to be selfish, brutal, and dishonest in his domestic life.


  Her weakness in his presence must, she supposed, be explained by that mysterious entity known as power. But this did not take her much further, because she did not understand power, either the desire for it or the yielding to it. She could not imagine, except when she was near Miles, obedience that was not based either on rational consent or on rational fear. But she had obeyed Miles, when she was married to him, without knowing why.


  This irrational element, this bewilderment before her own actions, had been present from the very beginning; she had ceased to know herself from the moment she met Miles. She was just out of college then, where she had been voted “most literary” as well as “best actress.” Her teachers said “Martha can do anything.” She herself was not sure yet whether she really wanted to try to be an actress, which was what her class book predicted, or to write poetry, her earliest interest, or to plug ahead and do graduate work, which was what her favorite teacher advised. Her father was sending her an allowance so that she could take her time. She was engaged to a young man who had two more years, still, of architectural school; she had just had a rather squalid abortion, which another young man had paid for; she was acting small parts in a shoestring summer theater—when Miles, a friend of the producer, drifted in one terrible evening, after a bad performance, and started bulldozing her into marriage before she really knew him. It was what she needed, he assured her, appraising her with his jellied green eyes when she woke up, for the second time, in bed with him, after a lot of drinks. And because she had found herself in bed with him, against her natural inclinations (for he seemed immensely old to her, being well over forty while she was not yet twenty-one), she had concluded that he must be right. He knew what was best for her, doubtless—she needed a steadying force, a man, as he said, with a mind. She went back to the theater dormitory and sat on her bed, stoically, like a lump. She did not understand what had happened. She had only, she bemoaned, wanted to talk to him—a well-known playwright and editor, successful, positive, interested in her ideas and life-history. And yet he must be right; even her teachers would think so. She would never, surely, have yielded to his embraces, shrinking, as she did, from his swollen belly and big, crooked nose, if some deep urge in herself, which he seemed to understand, had not decreed it. The fatalistic side of her character accepted Miles as a punishment for the sin of having slept with him when she did not love him, when she loved, she still felt, someone else. Nevertheless, she had naively sought a compromise. She had begged Miles merely to live with him, as his mistress. But Miles had held out for marriage, instanter; he needed a mother for his son. She was still hesitating when the knot was tied and Miles was sitting beside her on the train, his chin sunk on his chest, morosely silent, a stranger, as they journeyed to pick up the boy, who was living with Miles’s sister. He would not let her telegraph her presumptive fiancé, in Cambridge, until the ceremony was over.


  That was Miles. He would not let her give notice to the theater people, either, but made her pack her bags while she was still rehearsing next week’s part. The rest of her marriage, which had lasted four years, was in a way simply a catalogue of the natural things Miles would not let her do. He would not let her fly to Juneau to her father’s funeral, though her mother was ill and wired her the money. He would not let her see her brother off to the war or have him in the house when he came back wounded. He made her change her hair and turn over her small capital to him, after her mother died; he would never give her an allowance for the household or herself. He held the checkbook and hired and fired the servants, when they had them. He would not let her go to New York, once they had moved to New Leeds, unless he accompanied her. She could not get the child vaccinated or inoculated against diphtheria because Miles objected. He refused to have her practice birth-control and when she did it, privily, he made terrible scenes at night. He would not let her see her friends or accept an invitation without consulting him first. And, finally, he would not let her leave him.


  There it was again. She was afraid to leave him, though he had no means of preventing her from doing it at any moment, had she dared. But, improbable as it seemed now, she had felt she could not leave him without his permission. When she finally ran away, it was partly because of John, whom she had secretly fallen in love with, but mainly because Miles, by pushing her out of the house, had seemed at last to give her license. That was why she flew out to the garage, in her nightgown, before he could revoke it. And even at that moment, as she turned on the ignition, she had the uneasy sense that she was taking advantage of Miles: he had not really meant for her to go.


  This unaccountable fear she had often discussed with John. It was exactly, she said, like a phobia, like the fear of dogs or snakes or high places; reason had nothing to do with it. To tell herself that Miles could not hurt her had no more effect than pointing out that a snake was harmless or a dog did not bite. She knew he could not hurt her, seriously, and she used to force herself to oppose him, on small points, like an acrophobe who makes himself look over a parapet. But it did not work. The more she nerved herself to differ with him, the more fear she felt. It was only a sort of social shame or conscience on Barrett’s behalf that drove her to take stands. She resisted him because she thought she ought to, in a flurry of hysterical defiance. And the mere act of controverting him made her lose her head. She would find herself arguing excitedly when she knew she was in the wrong, or the issue would get away from her and turn into something else. Their penultimate quarrel, for example, had exploded in the middle of the night, after a party, when she was carrying out two overflowing pails of garbage and he refused, with a sardonic bow, to hold open the screen door for her. There she was, manifestly, the injured party, but instead of leaving it at that and taxing him with it the next day, when he was weakened with a hangover, she immediately distributed the guilt by setting down one pail of garbage and slapping him across his grinning face. She never knew how to make him feel sorry for what he had done.


  The first night of their marriage, when he had suddenly struck her, for no reason, as she was climbing into bed, she had looked up at him in mute amazement, too startled even to cry. So far as she knew herself, Martha was one of those people who were naturally reasonable, like an open-minded child who listens unsuspiciously to what is told him and expects no evil. And Miles, from the outset, with a sort of blind purpose, like a mole, had set himself to undermine her sense of credibility: she could not believe what was happening. If she were a real woman, Miles used to tell her, she would learn how to handle him. But something obstinate in her nature refused to be indoctrinated; her passion for the normal rebelled. She would not exploit his “good” moods, and fear and nervous excitement caused her to fumble their quarrels. The sound of his tread, coming up the stairs, at night, when he had been drinking, made her heart race with terror, even when she had the door locked against him. In fact—here again was an oddity—she was more frightened on the nights when she had had the courage to turn her doorkey, softly, while he was still downstairs, than when she had left the door unlocked. It was her own guilty temerity, in the face of him, that held her palpitating, waiting for the knob to turn, the heavy knock to sound, rattling the whole house, and the step, finally, to lurch away into the guest bedroom.


  It still made her shiver to think of those nights. She had not been able to get to sleep, even after he was gone and she could hear his snores, like regular paroxysms, coming from down the corridor. Fear would be succeeded by remorse, another form of cowardice; she always flinched from offending anyone, as if from a blow at herself. She could not bear the picture of humiliation, even in an enemy, even in Miles. The thought of the maid and Barrett listening in their beds, while Miles pounded uncertainly at the door, a suppliant, made her relent, as often as not, and tiptoe across the room to let him in. It was better, on the whole, to be kicked out of bed and to retreat herself to the guest bedroom than to listen to his exiled snores and be sorry.


  A psychiatrist, of course, would say that she had wanted Miles to beat her. Miles himself used to contend this, in his seignorial style; he convinced himself that he was doing her a service by letting her have a black eye. It was on the strength of such “insights,” she supposed, that he had begun to take paying patients after she had left him. But even discounting Miles’s opinion, Martha herself had often wondered whether there could be a grain of truth in the charge. Yet if there was anything she knew about herself, it was that she hated violence. She had never received it from John and never, as she assured him wryly, missed it. He objected because she screamed, sometimes, when he came upon her unexpectedly, and her hand sometimes flew up to her face, as if to ward off a blow, when he raised his arm casually, in the midst of a discussion. But she was hoping to get over these reflexes, the last trace of Miles’s influence, as she had got over her bad dreams and the other fears, of automobiles, of falling, that he had left in his wake. With John, she was a different person, and she was proud of it. She had even been looking forward, secretly, to meeting Miles again, to confront him with her new character.


  The strange thing was that nobody seemed to have noticed her trembling the other day at the Coes’, though the pounding of her heart, when Miles came to take her cloak, had been so loud that she thought the whole room must hear it, like a rumbling in somebody’s stomach. She had not seen the Coes since, but John and Dolly Lamb had assured her that she was fine when she asked them, “How did I seem?” in an apprehensive voice. And John, when she reiterated the question, adding, “Tell me the truth,” appeared a little surprised. “You were fine,” he said again, absently: his only criticism was that she had been too natural and friendly. This alarmed Martha. Either, she reasoned, he was withholding his real view, from tact, or else, she possessed, unknown to herself, the power to deceive him. And the last thing she wanted was to have such a power.


  She had always been able to deceive Miles because he did not know her. He had mistaken both her faults and her virtues. He did not reckon with idealism as a serious factor in life and judged, as he used to say weightily, by actions. He had supposed that she must love him because she had let him seduce her on the very first meeting and because she did not leave him though she continually threatened to do so. This refusal to listen was a form of stupidity that Martha especially abhorred, and she considered Miles well punished for it. If he had ever taken seriously her passionate desire to leave him, she might not (she now believed) have been driven to show him in practice how little indeed he knew. To pay attention, for Martha, was the prime human virtue; without it, there could be no dignity and no reciprocity. The alertness of this faculty was what she prized in John. She wished nothing to be hidden from him, not even the bad parts of her nature. She respected his privacy, because he was a man, but for herself, if she could not be transparent, she did not want to love.


  It seemed to her, therefore, ominous that the minute Miles re-entered her life, a slight deception began, almost automatically. She was able to conceal again, like that other person, whom she was supposed to have outgrown. She was both glad and sorry that John had not observed the turmoil she had been thrown into. It cut her off from him; he no longer knew her, which was perhaps for the best, since she did not know herself. Looking at Miles, she felt the old central question turned on her like an artillery piece. In the twelve years since she had met him, he had not changed at all. She could explain, in a way, how she had come to marry him, under the circumstances, and how, under the circumstances, she had stayed with him so long. But why she had let this man make love to her in the first place remained totally mystifying. Just at this point, when she looked at him and then looked backward, there was a terrifying blank.


  


  “Yes, why did you?” said Dolly Lamb, gently, with a quizzical look at Martha, who had driven over to see her the day after the vicomte’s visit. She was used to Martha’s irruptions into her orderly life and had come up here, only the Saturday before last, to paint the marshes, because John and Martha had written to tell her that they had found a house she must live in, like Thoreau’s, on a pond. It was a shack, really, that had been used in the fall by duck-hunters—two tiny rooms and a kitchen, with only a fireplace to heat them and a kitchen range. At night, in her bunk-bed, Dolly protested, she was cold, but John and Martha had laughed and told her to sleep in woolen socks and sweaters. Dolly feared that she would offend them if she went to Digby and bought an electric blanket; they were very set in their notions of what was fitting for her.


  Dolly was a year younger than Martha and still unmarried, which had resigned her to being prescribed for by everybody, as if she had an ailment. She was a distant cousin of John’s and had been at college with Martha, in the class below. She was tall and long-legged and curiously flattened out, like a cloth doll that had been dressed and redressed by many imperious mistresses. She had a neat round little face that came to a point unexpectedly in a firm, slightly jutting chin, short crisp blond hair, of a silvery cast, a silvery quiet laugh, and bright silver-blue eyes that shone with a high gleam, as if they had just been polished. Her pink cheeks and ears had a faintly angry, scrubbed look. In her unusual style, she was remarkably pretty—like a china shepherdess, said some people; like a gray nun, said others; like a mermaid, like a scalloped Spode plate, like a heron, like a shingled, weathered cottage, like a Swiss clock with bells and a maiden inside. It was Dolly’s fate to evoke fanciful comparisons, to be, as Martha said, a posse rather than an esse to everyone who knew her. She was too inscrutable, said Martha; that was why she had not got married—men did not think she was real. John said it was her shyness and the fact that she had been brought up by two eccentric aunts, who had died and left her their money. An orphan, he said, was just a figment who was sentimentalized by the whole world, like the heroine of a storybook; Dolly had never had any real privacy to develop herself in. Ever since Martha had known her, she had been under trustees.


  She was now giving Martha tea and English muffins, which she was toasting with a fork over the fire. Her face was bright with the heat and puckered with a frown of concentration; this thoughtful, anxious, winsome look was typical of all the serious, clever girls she and Martha had been friends with at college. They bent their soft brows in continual perplexity, as if a teacher had just asked them a probing question. Dolly was gentler and more reserved than Martha; she was ironic where Martha was satiric and modest where Martha was vain. But just these differences, as in two sisters, pointed up the likeness between them—a likeness that reassured them, even though they affected to deprecate it. Martha today had come to talk to Dolly about Miles, and she felt a little guilty about it because it was the first time, in seven years, that she had reposed her confidence in anybody but John. “I’ll just stop and leave Dolly some tarragon,” she had called out to him, as she drove off. “Have a good time,” he advised, and Martha could not make out whether this meant that he saw through her excuse.


  “Well, I was tight, of course,” she said now, watching her friend butter a muffin. Dolly gave a faint, embarrassed smile. “Oh, Martha!” she said. Martha laughed; she had always liked to shock Dolly. “I’ve slept with lots of men when I was tight,” she continued. “You’d die if I told you how many.” Dolly’s eyes widened in a question. “Not now, of course,” said Martha, quickly. “Years ago. Before I knew John.” Dolly nodded; she handed Martha the muffin and sought to change the subject slightly. “Miss Prentice,” she said, naming their favorite teacher, “always said you married Mr. Murphy for security. She had seen his picture once in the paper.” The two girls smiled. “Poor Miss Prentice,” murmured Martha. Dolly frowned. “But you never cared about security,” she pondered. Martha nodded gloomily. “I know,” she said. There was a silence. “He seemed so old, Dolly,” Martha exclaimed suddenly, setting down her cup and passing her hand across her brow, as if to calm herself. “He hasn’t changed a bit. I’d forgotten what he looked like. It gave me a turn to see him and remember myself yielding to his charms.” “I thought you were tight,” objected Dolly. “I was conscious,” cried Martha. “I wasn’t that tight. I remember everything about it, except one tiny little bit—the bit where he says I kissed him. I can’t remember that at all. The next thing I knew he was taking me into a motel, on the old Post Road. I was afraid we were going to get fleas. I remember thinking about that all the time. Do you suppose I really did kiss him, Dolly?” “I don’t know,” said Dolly. “If I did,” said Martha, “it wasn’t meant to be that kind of kiss. If it was, I don’t know myself at all, Dolly. All I can remember of my feelings is a sort of vague surprise, as if there were a big misunderstanding going on that ought to be cleared up, before it was too late, but I was too tight and tired to explain it to him. Up to the last minute, in the cabin, with all my clothes off, I was still trying to tell him that he was acting on a mistaken premise. I think I went through with it, as a sort of concession, to get him to listen to what I was trying to say.” She gave a little laugh. “Did you mind, Martha?” said Dolly, sympathetically. “Not specially,” said Martha. “It just seemed to me beside the point for him to be making love to me. I wasn’t either drawn or repelled—till the next morning, when I was horrorstruck. And then it happened again.” “In the morning, you mean?” said Dolly. Martha shook her head. “No. The next week. I thought it was all over and I could forget about it—treat it as an aberration. But then he turned up again, at the theater, and the same thing happened again, in practically every detail. . . .” Dolly scratched her head. “You must have been attracted to him,” she concluded. “But I wasn’t,” said Martha. “I had a man I was attracted to, more than one, in fact.” She shrugged and took another muffin.


  “It was an awful mistake to come back here,” she continued. “Don’t tell John I said so; he doesn’t like to hear it. He knows it too but he won’t say so. I can’t tell him what I feel any more. He wants us to be brave and indifferent.” “But why not?” said Dolly. “Why should you let Miles affect you?” “I don’t know,” acknowledged Martha, sighing. “But he does. I can’t help it. He casts a long shadow. I don’t want to live in it. I feel depreciated by him, like a worm, like a white grub in the ground.” She jumped up and began to gesture with the muffin, conscious of acting a part; yet what she said was quite true. Again, as with John, she found that she could not be herself and describe the feelings Miles aroused in her. “I don’t understand,” said Dolly. Martha nodded; communication seemed hopeless. “Look, Dolly,” she said. “Between Miles and me, there’s a permanent war of principle. He claims to know what I am, to interpret me according to his authorized version; I’m sure he pretends to know why John and I came back here and why we married and what we ‘get out of each other,’ as he’d put it in his nasty grasping vocabulary. And I claim to know about him; thanks to my experience, I have the ‘lowdown’ on Miles. Two claims like this can’t exist side by side, in balance. One has to crush the other. And I’m the one to be crushed, inevitably.” She waved the muffin. “Why do you think that?” murmured Dolly, knitting her brows. “Because I doubt,” said Martha, rather grandly. “It occurs to me that I may be wrong. Miles has never had that experience.” Dolly inclined her head. “I see what you mean,” she said, thoughtfully. “Meeting him the other day. . . .”


  Martha’s face brightened. “You thought he was awful?” she demanded, sitting down with a thump. “Yes,” said Dolly, in decided tones. “In what way?” pressed Martha. “So heavy,” said Dolly. “Like a stone-crusher. He made me nervous too. He reminded me of everybody’s father.” “Good!” exclaimed Martha. “You want people to dislike him?” asked Dolly. “Of course,” said Martha. “I rejoice in it. What did you think of her?” Dolly screwed up her forehead. “Rather nice, I thought, really. Very sweet face. Attractive in her way.” Martha bit her lip. “More so than I am?” But before Dolly could answer, Martha withdrew the question. “No,” she said. “Don’t tell me. I don’t want to hear, either way. Why should I care if she’s attractive?” “You’re jealous,” said Dolly, with a troubled countenance. “I must be,” admitted Martha. “But not in the way you would think. I stayed awake all last night, examining my conscience. I can’t bear to have such feelings. They’re unworthy. And I have no right to them. It isn’t as if I wanted him for myself. Perish the thought. I would die, I think, if he started after me again. That’s what I keep telling myself.” She closed her eyes and sat leaning back on the canvas-covered couch, looking all at once very pale and exhausted. “I always told him,” she said, slowly, “that he ought to let me leave him, for his own sake. I thought I meant it. I thought I had enough generosity to want him to be happy, apart from me.” She took a deep breath and set her lips. There was a silence while Martha brooded and Dolly watched her affectionately. “Don’t tell me if you don’t feel like it,” she murmured. It frightened her a little to see Martha like this, a waxen effigy of resolute misery; she had always considered her a gay, resilient person. Martha made a grimace. “I’ll try,” she said. “In a minute.” She closed her eyes again and reflected.


  


  She was the worst wife he could have married, she used to tell Miles. It would be best for both of them, if he would let her go. “You’re the one I want,” Miles always retorted, comfortably. “No,” she would answer, resting her head on his arm, in the big bed (this would be one of their “good” mornings, when Miles was on the wagon); another woman, in her place, she said, would submit to his moods and make him happy. But though she allowed for this contingency in theory, she really did not think it likely. A saint, she meant, would put up with him. Hence it had greatly dismayed her, the other day at the Coes’, to see that this hypothetical other woman actually existed, smiling and tender, obeying him gratefully, murmuring, “Yes, dearest,” when he gave the sign to go. The notion that Miles could be “dearest” to anyone struck Martha as preposterous. It was still more fantastic to hear from the vicomte that it was Helen who had sent for the portrait. Such abnegation seemed to Martha unnatural and almost wicked. She could not, as she said to John, get over it. Yet it had a certain ring of familiarity. That, she declared with a sigh, was exactly the crazy kind of thing Miles tried to exact from a woman who wanted to live with him in peace. There was method in his madness; he made his wives choose between him and common sense, between him and ordinary decency.


  He made his wives his accomplices; that was why they could not escape him. They had to stand by and watch him abuse the servants, hold back their wages, eat their food, accuse them of robbing him. He insisted that his wives lie for him, to his creditors, to the insurance company, to the tax people. He had no sense of limit or of other people’s rights. Nothing was safe from his meandering appetites: the maid’s time off, her dinner, her birthday box of candy, the cooking sherry, the vanilla. He slept in every bed and commandeered every bathroom. He even, Martha remembered, used to eat Barrett’s lollipops.


  There was method in it, Martha had reiterated, to John, only last night: mere lack of consideration could not have carried him so far. His outrageousness had a purpose; by a campaign of calculated “frightfulness” he broke his wives’ spirits. She herself could never live down, in her own mind, not what he had done to her, but what she had consented in—their treatment of her brother, the beatings he used to give Barrett. It was his child, she used to tell herself; she could not interfere every time; it would only goad Miles on, etc., etc. These arguments were sound; she was justified; she had done her utmost. There was only one thing—a thing she had never quite brought herself to confess to John. Hearing Barrett cry, she had sometimes experienced pleasure. For an instant, before she could stop herself by pressing her fingers to her ears, she gloated that Miles was revealing himself in his true colors to his son. And, to be honest, she often felt something of the same kind when he ate the servants’ food.


  If she had not felt this, she might have managed him better. She had seen this suddenly last night, in bed, clear as a vision or an unexpected refraction of her face from a street mirror. Miles had been right. It had satisfied her, in some part of her soul, whenever he behaved badly to herself or anyone else. It had proved, so to speak, a point. “You see?” she had felt like exclaiming, to Barrett, to the servants, to her doubting self. “That’s the way he is!” Martha was too fair-minded to incite him to any of his crimes, and indeed she had done her best to protect other people from him and to cover up his traces, so that the world would not know. But if despite all her efforts he demonstrated what he was, some part of her was well content and nodded to itself, as though a prediction had been verified. He would not let her love him, she used to tell herself, in gloomy triumph; he would not let anybody love him, including his own child. Now it dashed her to recognize that somebody else had succeeded in doing what she had always defined as the impossible. “She loves him,” she had said aloud to herself, wonderingly, sitting up in bed and feeling a strange pang of jealousy.


  Her own love, beside this, seemed a paltry, commonplace thing—why should she not love John? It took no special virtue; he was a lovable person. She had turned on the light softly and looked down at him, a coil of limbs in the bed; he slept like a child, his lashes quivering gently on his cheek, his curly hair disarrayed picturesquely. He was beautiful and good, and yet as she looked down on him, curiously, she had a hollow sense, as though those very qualities had deprived her of an opportunity, the opportunity of loving against the grain.


  


  “I’m envious of their marriage, isn’t that ridiculous?” she said to Dolly, now, with a light, forced laugh and a grimace. “I can’t bear the idea that anybody might think that it was happier than mine.” Dolly poked the dying fire. The pine wood was green; Martha and John had told her that she ought to have locust. She felt a little shocked, as usual, by Martha and wondered whether Martha was different from herself or simply more honest—a question Martha had often provoked among her college circle. “You mean,” said Dolly thoughtfully, trying to understand, “that if he’s happy, it casts a reflection on you?” Martha nodded. “But why should it, Martha?” pleaded Dolly. “You weren’t the right person for him.” Martha laughed. “Dear Dolly,” she said, “you sound so sensible. But I’m not. I’m an absolutist. I want to be a paragon uniting all the virtues. You remember that speech of Iago’s about Cassio? ‘He hath a daily beauty in his life that makes me ugly.’ Well, I feel that in reverse. I’d like to say to Miles: ‘I have a daily beauty in my life that makes yours ugly.’ In fact, I’d like to say it to every single person here in New Leeds, except you. All these tawdry people. That’s why we came back here—to show them how tawdry they are in comparison to us.” “Why, Martha, that’s horrible,” said Dolly, with her hand to her cheek. “I told you,” said Martha. “No wonder I feel like a worm. I hate this in myself and I can’t cast it out. And once I’ve discovered it I find it everywhere—all over me, even in my best actions. I suddenly feel that that’s why John and I got married: to show the rest of the world how to do it right, a sort of star turn, calculated to excite envy.” “I don’t believe it,” said Dolly, resolutely, shaking her head. “I know you both better than that. John was always a bit of a show-off, in his reserved way, and so were you, Martha. But you both admire lots of people—your friends. I’ve heard you. You’re both tremendous enthusiasts.” Martha reflected. “Yes,” she said. “You’re right. In a way. I always prided myself”—she laughed—“on the notion that I knew when to be humble. It must be this place that’s brought out the latent worst in me. Because of Miles. I feel I’m living in a showcase. Everybody is looking up to Digby and making comparisons. Or is it my imagination? It seems to me that it’s inevitable, that the human mind, given two similars, weighs them against each other. The principle of balance.” Dolly inclined her head. “I see,” she murmured. “But can’t you stop thinking about it?”


  Martha lifted a shoulder. “You might as well tell me to stop thinking about myself. I can’t. If I think about him or her, I think about myself. If I think about myself, they pop into my mind. It’s degrading. Do you think about yourself a lot, Dolly?” “Constantly,” smiled Dolly. “In terms of reprimand.” “I know,” said Martha. “I wonder if these other people do. I can’t make out. If they did, you’d presume they’d make some effort to improve their messy lives. So probably they don’t. I like your shells,” she added, examining an arrangement of graduated seashells that Dolly had picked up on the beach. “You did it for pleasure, I imagine. If it were I, I would do it to make somebody admire my ingenuity.” She sighed and got up. “And the irony is, Dolly, that nobody here cares. They don’t know the difference. All my silly efforts are wasted on them. You should have seen the vicomte yesterday: the soul of phlegm. And I was hurt. Imagine. I wanted him to like our furniture.” “Why shouldn’t he?” said Dolly indignantly. Martha laughed. “I love you, Dolly,” she murmured. “You’re so loyal.” She hesitated. “Thank you for coming up here,” she said quickly. “I know you did it for us. Forgive us for bullying you.” “All my friends bully me,” said Dolly cheerfully. “Anyway, Martha, I admire you. You don’t have to force me to, either of you. But you do make me feel inferior. You always have. When you’re here, I burn the muffins.” She pointed with the fork to the charred remains on the hearth. Martha’s fair skin colored. “I didn’t will that to happen,” she said. “Honestly. I’d much rather you didn’t burn them. I love perfection in my friends. I don’t grudge you the seashells or having a better character than I have. It makes me happy.” She pondered. “Isn’t there such a thing, any more, as a healthy rivalry, a noble emulation, like the Olympic Games or a contest of bards? Does it all have to be poisoned, nowadays? This horrible bohemian life you see up here, with lily cups and beards and plastics—it’s real leveling, worse than suburbia, where there’s a frank competition with your neighbors, to have the newest car or bake the best cakes. I can understand that. I’m like that myself. But here nobody competes, unless there’s a secret contest as to who can have the most squalid house and give the worst parties. It gives me the strangest feeling, as if I were the only one left in the world with the desire to excel, as if I were competing, all alone, on an empty stage, without judges or rivals, just myself—a solipsistic nightmare. ‘That way lies madness,’ as old Dr. Hendricks used to say, remember, in freshman philosophy. In Juneau, Dolly, there used to be a madwoman who rode up and down the streets on a bicycle, wearing a sort of circus costume, tights and a red jacket, and white paint and rouge. I feel just like her when I walk down the main street here, in a dress and stockings; everybody stares—I’m anti-social. The other day, in the First National, one of the local beldames actually plucked at my arm and asked me why I wore stockings. ‘Nobody does up here,’ she informed me.”


  “You always were a rebel,” said Dolly. “You’d be the same if you lived in Scarsdale.” “No,” said Martha. “If I lived in Scarsdale, I wouldn’t care what the neighbors thought. And I wouldn’t want to reform them.” “You want to reform these people?” asked Dolly, with a quizzical smile. Martha nodded. “Of course. I’m trying to set an example. It’s not only vanity; there’s also a corrective impulse. ‘Let your light so shine before all men.’ That’s the very height of my folly. John and I are making ourselves ludicrous with our high-toned ways. I know it but I won’t desist. It becomes a form of fanaticism. They can kill me, I say to myself, grandly, but they can’t make me be like them.”


  Dolly remained seated on her stool by the fireplace, watching Martha arrange her gray cloak. “You won’t believe it,” said Martha, “but I don’t want to have a selfish life. I hate this obsession with myself, these odious comparisons. I want to live for somebody else, for ‘humanity.’ ” She gave a droll smile. “You have John,” pointed out Dolly. Martha frowned. “That’s just the trouble,” she said. “He won’t let me live for him. He wants to live for me. It leaves us at a peculiar deadlock. I keep telling myself that if we could only have a baby, everything would be changed. I felt certain that when we came up here, I would ‘conceive.’ ” The habit of speaking in quotation marks was one the two young women had acquired in college; Martha had trained herself out of it, professionally, but when she was with Dolly the mannerism reasserted itself.


  “Maybe you will, Martha.” Martha shook her head. “I’m thirty-three. A little too old really, for a first baby. And years ago I had an abortion. It may have done something to my insides. Anyway, it’s probably wrong to have a baby as a ‘solution.’ One ought to have it for no reason, just for itself.” Her hand was on the doorknob, but she still lingered. “Come to dinner tomorrow. I’ll cook something vainglorious for you. Maybe we’ll go mushrooming first. John has found a new kind. And we have some beautiful poisonous ones, waxy yellows and exotic carmines, that we thought you might like to paint. The poisonous ones, naturally, are the prettiest.” She was speaking, all at once, very rapidly, in a disjointed manner. Dolly looked at her wonderingly. “Thank you for the tea,” added Martha. “Thank you for the tarragon,” said Dolly, slowly getting up. “I really must go,” said Martha, still not moving. “John will worry. That’s the disadvantage of your not having a telephone. Dolly, are you lonely here?” “I like it,” said Dolly.


  The two young women’s eyes slowly canvassed each other. “One more thing,” said Martha, hurriedly, in an offhand tone but holding her friend’s gaze. “About the baby. It occurred to me last night that the reason I wanted one was because of them.” Dolly dropped her eyes. “You mean the Murphys,” she muttered, staring at the floor. Martha nodded. “They have a baby. I want a better one. It stands to reason. I never thought seriously of having one till we came up here.” Dolly’s figure stiffened, as though a pain had shot through it, as she listened to this abrupt confession. “You mustn’t say that,” she admonished. “I know,” gravely agreed Martha. “If I ever should have a baby, you must promise to forget that I told you. It may not even be true.” She tossed the last phrase off lightly and stood on tiptoe to give Dolly a kiss. Dolly received the kiss absently and remained where she was, leaning slightly forward, like a pillar, as she heard the door shut and Martha’s quick, lively step crackle the twigs in the path outside. The horn played a flourish, in farewell, and the pond sent the sound back, a distant airy cadenza.


  Dolly drew her thumb slowly across her jaw. She frowned. Her neat dish face wore a mazed look of consternation. She shook herself, dog style, and went, still frowning, to pick up the tea things. “You must not be shocked,” she said to herself aloud, in stern bell tones, as she headed toward the little kitchen.


  Six


  


  “YOU MUSTN’T be shocked by anything. That’s the first lesson for the artist,” said Sandy Gray, seriously. He was a tall Australian with a brown beard who had formerly been an art critic on an English magazine. He was wearing a black wool shirt, black dungarees, and black wading boots and was knocking out a black pipe on Dolly Lamb’s table. It was mid-morning. Dolly had been painting, on the ridge outside her house, when she saw a strange man striding through the pond toward her, cutting down the pickerel weed with a hunting knife as he went. She shaded her eyes to watch him, but he ignored her anxious figure, while making straight for the spot where she was standing—like a guided missile, she fancied. A mild, half-humorous fear crinkled her forehead. She was readily dismayed by the most ordinary encounters; everything for her was numinous—the butcher with his cleaver, the hunter in the woods. Her virgin heart feared the Angel Gabriel in the milkman, bumping along the road in his truck, and did not dare refuse the milk, cream, eggs, and butter he offered her, far beyond her small wants. Behold the handmaiden of the Lord—she lived meekly in the age of fable, amid powers that had to be propitiated. The intruder today, in a black visored cap, swashing through the pond, advanced on her like a superman from a comic book or the man from the telephone company; in either case, the same perplexity presented itself: who was to speak first? “Hello,” she called out bravely, when he was twenty feet away. “Hi,” he retorted and flailed his way up the slope to her easel. He studied her painting in silence, scratching his ear. He then walked into the house in his wet boots, followed by Dolly. “I’m Sandy Gray,” he stated, in a voice that took her aback by its softness. “Have you got a cup of coffee?” “Only instant,” confessed Dolly. “That’ll do,” he answered. “Fix us a couple of cups.”


  Out in the kitchen, as she put on the water to boil and measured out the coffee, she could see him, hunched on her studio couch, reading her copy of Art News, his black cap pulled down and his hunting knife stuck in his belt. Dolly was perturbed. Apprehension had told her who he was even before he had introduced himself: a typical backwoods blowhard, according to John Sinnott; a horrible boor, said Martha. He was a former Communist, it seemed, who made sandals in the summertime, for the tourist trade, and rode a motorcycle and used to feed his children on peanut butter and send them to school barefoot, till the S.P.C.C. stepped in. On no account, warned Martha, was Dolly to give him any encouragement, if he dropped by to call on her. His fourth wife had just left him, and he was on the prowl again. He would want to be neighborly and to advise her about her painting, but he was only after liquor and somebody to cook his meals for him.


  He did not need any encouragement, Dolly inwardly cried. He seemed so at home that it was she who felt like the interloper. When he had finished his coffee, he took his cap off, tossed it on the couch, and walked up and down her small living room, his thumbs stuck in his belt, examining her effects just as if he were alone in the house. He opened and closed the door to her bedroom, glanced up the chimney flue, picked up a picture postcard and scanned the message on the back of it. He stood for a long time staring at the books in her makeshift bookcase, lifted out one, riffled through it, and replaced it, upside down. During this inspection, not a word was spoken. Dolly’s soul was outraged, but her tongue refused to move. She did not know how to forbid him the extraordinary liberties he was taking. He behaved like a higher authority with a warrant to search out evidence of her personal tendency. As she sat, meekly watching, a thread of silvery humor wove in and out of her thoughts, tracing a delicate embroidery. At the same time, suspense began to mount in her; her heart beat faster under her pale-blue shirtwaist and golden chamois jacket. She could not escape the thought that he was here to pronounce a judgment.


  On the driftwood table, by the window, there was a bowl of poisonous mushrooms, brought her by the Sinnotts, which she had set up to paint. He bent down to smell them and made a noise of disgust. “Corrupt and dainty,” he said, in his soft, breathy voice. “Throw them out. They stink.” And before Dolly could protest, from her footstool by the fireplace, he had taken the dish from the table, opened the screen door, and flung the deadly mushrooms out into the pinewoods. “Damn you!” cried Dolly, jumping up indignantly. “You’ve just ruined my still life.” She confronted him, quivering, her arms akimbo, while he watched her, unperturbed, from his greater height. In a minute Dolly fell back, discountenanced by the grave look of his deep-set eyes, which swept back and forth, slowly, across her face, like two searchlights set in the bushy camouflage of hair and beard and brows. Having lost her temper and sworn at him, she found herself mysteriously translated onto a plane of intimacy, and she listened, a little bemused, as he proceeded to give her a lecture on decadence, with illustrations drawn from what he had found in her dwelling. The fact that he claimed to “know” her without even knowing her name imparted a sort of dreamlike solemnity to the home truths he was telling her; he descended on her like some meddlesome old prophet twitching the sleeve of a busy monarch with a message from on high.


  “Stop hoarding,” he said gently, pointing to her collection of seashells and to the starfish arranged in a graduated series on her mantelpiece. “It’s your own shit you’re assembling there, in neat, constipated little packages.” Dolly’s cheeks suddenly flamed. She was as a matter of fact given to constipation and she felt as if he had peeked into her medicine-cabinet and found the bottle of Nujol. Moreover, she detested coarse language. The British, she told herself dutifully, were less nice in their speech than the Americans. But even as she strove not to mind, not to be insular and puritanical, tears sprang to her eyes, and she had to wipe them away hastily on the sleeve of her jacket. “Are you shocked?” he asked with a face of polite inquiry. When Dolly nodded mutely, he stood pulling his beard and frowning. She expected that he was going to leave, in disgust with her, and she found that now, contrarily, as always seemed to happen, she wanted him to stay. “You’re angry with me,” she ventured in a small voice. He shook his head. “I try to be honest,” he explained, “and I hurt people, like an abrasive. I want to sand them down to their essentials, scrape off the veneers. When I saw your picture, out there, I knew I had something to tell you.” “You liked it?” she said wonderingly. “No. I hated it. It made me want to spew.” Her work was sick, he told her—cramped with preciosity and mannerisms. Underneath, he discerned talent, but it was crippled, like some poor tree tortured out of shape by a formal gardener. She needed to be bolder and freer.


  Dolly frowned. She had heard this from every one of her teachers and she supposed that it must be true. But it wearied and confused her to be assured that there was a vital force imprisoned inside her that was crying to be let out. How did they know, she used to mutter to herself in secret outrage. If there was anybody else inside her—as far as she could testify—it was a creature still more daunted and mild and primly scrupulous than the one the world saw. For years, she had been trying obediently to be bold and free in her work, and the results had always been discouraging, even to her counselors. When she “let herself go,” her paintings got big and mechanical; she painted drearily, in the style of the teacher who had advised her to be herself. She was tired, moreover, of being told she had talent. She had come to feel that it was like a disease that she toted from doctor to doctor, seeking a new opinion, a new treatment. Her last teacher, whom she had stayed with a year, had been a neo-romantic; before that, she had had an intra-subjectivist and before that, a magic realist. And it was always the same story. Each began, enthusiastically, by undoing the errors of his predecessor. That was the easy part, but what came next, supposedly—the leap forward, the breakthrough—never was accomplished. She parted from each master sadly, with the knowledge that she had disappointed him. Perhaps it was her money, Martha had lightly observed; perhaps she was like the rich young man in the Bible, who could not accomplish his breakthrough unless he sold all he had and gave to the poor. . . . Dolly resented this suggestion; she had been thinking about it in the last few days, pacing up and down the wooded path with her hands dug in her pockets. Everybody, she felt, had been trying to change her, to take something away from her. For the first time, all alone here, with her teeth gritted, she had dared think that it was she who had the right to be disappointed. In the silence of her house, her heart murmured against her teachers and well-wishers; they had promised miracles and then let her down.


  As she listened to Mr. Sandy Gray, echoing the familiar cavils, this resentment suddenly exploded. “But I am precious,” she exclaimed, leaning forward on the footstool and striking a blow on her chest. “I’m inhibited. I’m afraid of life. I’m decadent. That is me. Why can’t I paint that if I want to?” Sandy Gray smiled. “You can’t paint a negation,” he said. Dolly clenched her fists. “What about Bosch?” she demanded, seizing the name arbitrarily as a standard to rally to. “Bosh, my dear girl,” he answered. “You know better than that. Horror isn’t a negation. Only fear. You mustn’t be afraid.” Dolly sighed. She could not tell him the truth: that every moment of her life was shot through with terrors; peril stirred all around her, whimsically, in the rustling of the trees, in the sound of the icebox running or the gurgling of kerosene in the tank. This was what she was straining to show in her painting: the absurd powers that were bending her to their will—nature as animate and threatening and people as elemental forces. But what her critics saw in her small canvases was only “meticulous craftsmanship,” “timid conceits,” “quaint charm.” If they did not urge her to break through, they advised her to illustrate children’s books.


  “Are you afraid of me?” Sandy Gray queried. Dolly considered and then shook her head, smiling. Strangely enough, she was not; she was only afraid of what the Sinnotts would think of her for letting him stay so long. He was so much like one of her bogeys that she could deprecate his terrors. He had come out of the pond just like a myth, she said to herself with amusement. She was far more fearful of what she called normal people: John and Martha, for instance.


  


  Even if they had not told her, she would have known how her visitor looked to them. She could borrow their sharp eyes, alas, as easily as she could have put on Martha’s severe, horn-rimmed reading glasses. To the normal vision, Sandy Gray was just another rusticated bohemian, solemn and loquacious and self-vaunting, a not-very-intelligent and pretentious bore. And yet, to Dolly’s eyes, there was something Christlike about his appearance. His hair and beard were a soft, delicate brown. His skin was white, and he had deep-set, light-brown eyes with strange bluish whites. He carried himself stiffly, almost as if he had a spinal injury, and his long arms were frail. The black shirt and jeans and boots and gruff manners were deliberately misleading. He was really a gentle person.


  As soon as she had said this to herself, Dolly felt a defiant quiver of pleasure. She had two kinds of friends: those she described to herself as “gentle” and the others. The second kind was always criticizing the first kind and saying they were unworthy of her. The more the second kind criticized, the more she clung to the first. Her aunts, who themselves were oddities in the New England manufacturing town she came from (one of them smoked cigars and was deaf and enormously fat), always used to complain that she had odd, unsuitable friends. They would never let her choose her pets either, and all her life Dolly had felt herself in the position of a little girl in a big house stealing out to give a saucer of milk to a stray cat, which, as her aunts used to warn her, was probably diseased. She had loved her aunts; she loved John and Martha and all the other sensible, sharp-spoken people who had succeeded to her aunts’ place in knowing what was right for her—her trustees, her teachers, and their European-born wives, who fixed her hair for her and put mascara on her quivering lashes, before an art opening, and told her when to let her hems down and how to walk into a room. These rational guardians of her interests were all somewhat alike; the world admired them, and so did Dolly. Her “gentle” friends were all different, resembling each other only in the stubborn quaintness of choice that had selected them. She had the queerest collection, picked up on her travels, priests and nuns, elderly doctors with tropical diseases, destitute baronesses, progressive high-school principals, housewives, young soldiers, broken-down artistes; many of her friends were children. A psychiatrist once told her that she was afraid of being overrun by strong people and sought out weak ones, whom she could protect. This was not quite exact, Dolly herself recognized. Everybody wanted to tyrannize over her, the weak far more insistently, she had to admit, than the strong, who sometimes had other things to think about than telling her what to do.


  She was taken in too easily, her trustees said, examining her check stubs. But that was not the case. She knew very well when she was being exploited by the kind of person she called gentle, and she claimed the right to be exploited, hugging it to herself like a toy that somebody was trying to wrest from her. Down deep, in the bedrock of her soul, there was a mistrustfulness of good sense. Behind every caution, she suspected a deprivation; something was being withheld. The demand to see for herself, ever since her thirtieth birthday, had been developing into a secret mania; she wanted to live. Outwardly, she was just the same, quiet and decorous, but in her soul she pioneered obstinately, inverting every notion that was offered her, especially where people were concerned. Much as she loved John and Martha, whenever she was with them she had to fight off the suspicion that her judgment was being constrained.


  


  The first night she had arrived here, they had had her to dinner and put her to bed afterward, in their guest bedroom, despite her insistence that she wanted to sleep in her own house. The water was not turned on yet, John pointed out, and the house would be damp and cold from having been shut since Labor Day. In the morning, he would settle her in and see that everything was in order. He and Martha were extraordinarily helpful; they loved preparations and bustle and giving advice. After dinner, in their parlor John had handed Dolly a list of all the people she might need: the plumber, the electrician, the laundress, the odd-job man, the woman who would clean, if Dolly wanted her. Her garbage, he said, she would do best to take to the dump, and, for one person, it was wiser not to have the milkman; better buy milk when she needed it from the store. Between them, they had thought of everything. They told her the best places to swim at this time of year and where to get the freshest eggs. John drew a map, showing where mussels were to be found, on the old pier, and where you could dig clams and collect oysters; he marked some painting sites on it in red pencil, with stars. Martha made him show where the Indian pipe grew and where a file of cigar-colored boletus marched down a sand road, like a Mexican army on parade. They did everything, Dolly felt, but paint the pictures for her, so eager were they to be useful and anticipate her needs. It was a sign of love, and she knew it; moreover, it was a sign of intelligence. She was pleased (or had been, until today) with the painting ideas they had given her, which suited her painstaking brush. The frail Indian pipes, gray-white shading into pink, with a delicate black fringe on the petals, like a glass-blower’s flowers, had turned out awfully well; the boletus picture was not finished, but the conception was splendid.


  And John had done everything for her, without being asked. He had come to put back the screens when the late mosquitoes bothered her and he had dug her a garbage pit when he saw that she did not like to take the can to the dump, which had a horrible smell and rats and human scavengers, eagerly picking over the refuse. He chopped some pine wood for her and found out what was wrong when the chimney smoked. Martha had come, with extra pots and pans and dishes. She had brought Dolly a cook book with the best recipes marked. And she always knew the best; that, to Dolly was the worst of it. If Dolly followed instructions, everything came out right; and if she tried a different recipe from the one recommended by Martha, the result was a disaster. The Sinnotts always knew; it was an instinct with them. And they never compromised or pretended that anything was other than it was. This quality had never failed to amaze Dolly, in all the years she had known them—their sense of life’s topography. Everything in New Leeds was where they said it was and looked precisely as they had described it, the good and the bad, the wilted lettuces and withering carrots in the grocery-store bins, the sunset from Long Hill. When Dolly, hopefully, would find that they had been wrong in some particular, it would turn out that she had not followed the directions. John, especially, was a born guide. After a day in Hell—Dolly felt certain—he could conduct a guided tour of all the circles, walking ahead with his long, bounding step, commenting on the architecture and pointing out the denizens whom it would be worth while to meet.


  This trait, to Dolly, was both wonderful and terrible. It was the distillation of all she feared and mistrusted, admired and envied. John and Martha were like parents to her, though they all three were nearly the same age. They could not help thinking for her (no one could, apparently), and if she let them, everything sparkled with high spirits and certainty. In these bright October days, they were living, the three of them, in a sort of idyl, full of games and laughter. They made a charming picture—Dolly had studied it, as though in a mirror or in the still glass of one of the roseate ponds: the dark young man and the two fair-haired girls. In the mornings, John worked on a brochure he was doing for the Historical Society, while Martha wrote and Dolly painted, on a schedule he had devised. Nearly every afternoon, they met for a swim or to go musseling or mushrooming. On especially good days, they picnicked on the beach, with a hamper of fried chicken and a cranberry pie. They often had dinner together, cooking over Dolly’s fire or eating, more formally, in Martha’s pink dining room. They read poetry and argued heatedly about books and pictures; Martha spun theories out of John’s and Dolly’s perceptions. Late at night, armed with a star book and a flashlight, they went out to have Dolly identify the stars for them. There was the promise of a French play-reading at the Coes’, about which the Sinnotts appeared to be squabbling.


  John did not want them to go, and Martha protested that it would be unkind not to. She had already cast Dolly in the role of the queen, Bérénice, and was sketching out a costume for her, though there was no plan of dressing up. Dolly was troubled by these arguments between the Sinnotts, quick and laughing as they were. In the ten days she had been here, she had become aware of a change in their relation. She could see, behind the screen of persiflage, that John was worried about money and that Martha’s play was not going well. Several times it had been on the tip of her tongue to offer them a loan, but the fear of intruding kept her silent. They were going, she sensed, through a period of testing, in which no outsider, even a second cousin, could help. Dolly often wondered, especially since Martha’s visit, whether it had not been a mistake on their part to try themselves out here, of all places, where there were so many bad memories for Martha to live down. But it was precisely like the Sinnotts to seek out the severest conditions. They would not compromise, Dolly knew, any more than they would drink instant coffee; they demanded the supreme test.


  She herself had no doubt about their power of survival; it was her own she questioned as she lay awake at night in her bunk-bed, listening to animals that John assured her were only squirrels. Influenced perhaps by their example, she too felt that she had reached a point of decision. But her own little bark was not even launched yet on the unknown waters that beckoned her, while John and Martha were already at sea, having chosen to sink or swim. It was an awful choice; Dolly could see why they were scared, even though, for once, she thought she knew better than they did and could promise them that it would be all right for them in the end. But they would not believe her if she told them. “You only see the surface,” Martha had said once, gloomily, when they had all had a lot of red wine at dinner and Dolly had been telling them what a beautiful life they had made here. “Are you different when you’re alone?” Dolly had asked in alarm. No, said the Sinnotts; they had fights, sometimes, but it was not that. It was something else, said Martha. “All this,” she declared, with a sweeping gesture that took in her long, shadowed dining room. “We made it, but I can’t believe that it’s real.”


  


  She did not want Dolly to stay on here. Only till Thanksgiving, she told Dolly firmly. After that, Dolly would not like it. The winds would begin to blow and it would be too unpleasant to go sketching and the people would get on her nerves. But it was just here that Dolly disagreed with her. Despite what Martha said, she felt determined to extend her stay through the winter. She did not want only the “best part,” as Martha called the fall season; she wanted the whole thing. And it distressed her to be told, repeatedly, by both John and Martha that it would be fatal for her to get to know the people here. She had heard it from them the first night, in their white parlor, when her head was swimming with the information that was being pressed on her. Sandy Gray’s name, she ruefully remembered, had led the list of persons especially to be avoided, if, as Martha said, she had come down here to work. That was the point, both the Sinnotts had averred, talking very fast and underscoring each other’s words. If you came here to work, there were only a few people you could safely see: the Coes, a couple called the Hubers, who were much older, and one or two others whose names Dolly could not remember. The rest were death, said Martha, stamping out a cigarette.


  “But why?” Dolly had murmured, sleepy and confused. “They don’t work,” said the Sinnotts, with an air of having explained the universe. Dolly did not understand. There were lots of nice people who didn’t work, she protested, feeling a wayward loyalty spring up toward this criticized group. The Sinnotts shook their heads. The local drones were different, they explained: they had turned New Leeds into a hive of inactivity. They not only did not work but they proselytized for sloth. They had even converted the natives. “Do you know,” cried John, “what the carpenter told me the other day when I called him in to look at some sills? He said, ‘Believe it or not, we try to do a good job.’ ” Dolly laughed dubiously; she could see that the Sinnotts were very much excited. These people here, they continued, had no object in life except to see each other incessantly, over a bottle. They did not read; they did not travel, farther than Digby or to Trowbridge, the county seat, when one of them was arrested for drunken driving or had to appear in a divorce case. They did not even keep house or take care of their children any longer. Their wants were reduced to a minimum—shelter, something to eat, blue jeans and a Mackinaw, and a bottle of Imperial. They were like people of the future, said Martha—a planner’s nightmare of what the world would be like when work had been abolished and everybody took a vitamin pill instead of bothering to cook.


  “But why shouldn’t they live like that if they want to?” Dolly had been saying to herself, over and over again, in a plaintive voice, alone in her shack, as she answered the Sinnotts on behalf of these New Leedsians whom she had never been permitted to meet. “Why should they work if they don’t have to?” She herself was industrious, even in her pleasures, like a sober little girl making mud pies, but it seemed to her that it was unfair of the Sinnotts to expect the rest of humanity to be like them. Moreover, she was curious, which was, she felt, her right as a woman. She was restive, living in an idyl, with two omniscient beings cautioning her not to open Pandora’s box, not to light Psyche’s taper, not to eat the apple.


  


  “Yes!” she cried, jumping up, when Sandy Gray proposed that she come for a walk in the woods with him.


  “Why shouldn’t I if I want to?” she said aloud, rubbing her pale curls thoughtfully, as if she were just waking up. She let him lead her off up a hidden trail, leaving her easel where it was and her brushes unwiped. It was a wonderful walk. He knew the woods better than John and Martha; he showed her foxholes and deer tracks and where a skunk had its den. They explored an old logging trail, very much overgrown. He helped her climb over trees that had been blown down by the last hurricane. Brambles tore her stockings and a hornet stung her, but he hurried down to a little stream and made a mud plaster to put on her cheek. They scaled a high ridge, going cross-country, and found a place where you could look out and see seven ponds. Outdoors, he was a different person, courteously doing the honors as if nature were his home. His hand was always ready, at her elbow, to guide her up a steep spot when she needed it, and he looked the other way when she had to stop to take the stones out of her shoes. They talked about the difficulties of painting from nature, which was always changing just as you got your colors set, and about chess and the Great Barrier Reef. Just before lunch-time, they saw a fawn.


  “It looks like you,” he said, turning to scan her with a short, gusty laugh. “The startled fawn.” Dolly colored; it was not the first time she had heard this allusion made. Nevertheless, she liked him, she said to herself, as she peered into the little mirror that was tacked up over the kitchen sink. She was a sight. There were burrs in her hair and her face was streaked with mud, but her cheeks were glowing. He was still there, in the living room, drinking a glass of white wine while she fixed them some lunch: Portuguese bread and hard salami and tomatoes and cheese. He was telling her about his children, who had been handed over to his third wife by a court order when his fourth wife left him. He was suing to get them back. His lawyer was going to show that she was living with a French Canadian truckdriver, down on the bay front, in a house made of cement blocks, and using the maintenance money to buy her paramour presents. “Which one?” called Dolly, slicing the salami. “You mean the fourth or the third?” He meant the third, he said, but the fourth wife was here too, working at the counter of the grille. All his wives were here, except the second one; the first was in the graveyard, up by the high school—a very fine woman, he observed, used to be a singer, older than he was, one of the pioneer artists to settle in New Leeds. For some reason, the dead woman’s presence seemed obscurely shocking to Dolly. Remembering the Sinnotts’ stories, she did not dare ask what she had died of, lest she hear that she had burned up or fallen down a stairway. “What about the second one?” she murmured, setting down the plate of bread and cheese before him and slipping into the place opposite.


  A dour expression darkened his face. “Ellen,” he said, slowly, munching a piece of bread. “You’ve heard about Ellen?” Dolly shook her head. “You must have,” he exclaimed. “Your friend Martha must have told you.” Dolly shook her head again. Fear tightened her throat; it was the first time Martha had been mentioned between them, and there was something ugly, a sneer, in the way he pronounced her name. Yet why should he like Martha, she asked herself; after all, Martha did not like him. “That beats all,” he remarked. “Why?” said Dolly, faintly, after a silence. “They were best friends,” he said. “Thick as thieves.” “Oh?” Dolly quavered, filling his glass with wine and pouring milk for herself. “I loved Ellen,” he said, chewing. “She was the only one I loved.” “But what happened?” said Dolly. “She left me,” he retorted. “Seven years ago.” Dolly drew a quick breath. “Martha Murphy,” he said, “put her up to it. I have proof. I found the letters. I pieced them together from the wastepaper basket.” “Letters?” “From Martha to Ellen—general delivery,” he said impatiently. “Urging her to leave me, for her soul’s sake. Ellen was weak. She didn’t want to leave me. She did it because she was told she ought to. Everything Martha did, she copied.” Dolly bit her lip; she could see the possibility of this all too clearly. On the other hand, she could see that Martha might have had reasons. The more he spoke of Ellen, who had been young and blond and beautiful and was disowned by her parents when she married him, the more Dolly felt that the marriage had been unsuitable. “Where is she now?” she inquired, pushing a bowl of grapes toward him. “In Mexico.” She had gone through her own money, it seemed, and was living with a Mexican on the alimony from her second husband. But Sandy Gray still loved her and still wanted her back. Now that he was between marriages, he had started writing to her again, and she had answered. . . .


  Dolly glanced at him thoughtfully from beneath lowered brows. Here was a man, she perceived, who was living on hope. Ellen, his children—he expected to get them all back at once and start a new life. He had no idea, apparently—she thought with pity—that anything was ever finished. He was still toying with the notion that he might have sued Martha for alienation of affections, along with his mother-in-law, who had also written letters. Miles Murphy had told him he should have done it when he went to him as a therapist. The word, therapist, prickled Dolly’s sensibilities. He had a number of jargon terms that embarrassed her and she did not care for his Americanisms, which sounded awfully queer in his Australian voice. And his table manners were disturbing. He talked earnestly, with his mouth full, and particles of food kept falling into his beard. All that was unimportant, she said to herself, watching him spit the grape seeds out onto his plate. He had a fearsome sincerity that made good manners seem false.


  This sincerity appalled Dolly, for his sake. He was living here in the woods like a mole in a tunnel. The outside did not exist for him, evidently. He was utterly free of self-consciousness—the consciousness, that is, of how he might look to others. It made Dolly feel guilty even to question his hopes, to peep at him through the eyes of the judge in Trowbridge or through the eyes of the woman, Ellen, whose snapshot he took out of his black breast pocket to show her. She held the snapshot at arm’s length, narrowing her eyes to appraise it in the light of his expectations. It was a pretty blond girl, thin, with a long bob and a pearl choker, wearing a sun dress. Dolly felt as if she knew her; she had known the type in college—the strained, squirrelly debutantes who dropped out in the sophomore year to make a reckless marriage. She will never come back to you, she said to herself, remorseful for her percipience. “She’s lovely,” she said aloud, handing back the photograph. He nodded, stowing the picture away with a little pat of satisfaction.


  He remained, musing, at the table, drawing on his pipe, while Dolly washed the dishes. He did not offer to help her, and she was grateful for this. There was not room for two in the little kitchen, Dolly had found; when John Sinnott washed up for her, they kept bumping into each other. She did not want to be at such close quarters, indoors, with Mr. Sandy Gray. In the house, his clothes gave off a slightly sour, musty smell, like that of an unaired closet. His fingernails were clean—she had looked to see—but she could not rid herself of the notion that his white soft skin was dirty, underneath his clothes, which she could not imagine ever going to the cleaners’ and coming back on hangers, like middle-class apparel. If he bathed at all, she conjectured, it must be in the pond. She could picture his long white form immersing itself naked, as if in a baptism, with a cake of Ivory soap.


  


  “Would you like a swim?” His voice came suddenly from the sitting room. Dolly started. More than once, she had had the uneasy feeling that he could read her thoughts. “No, thanks,” she answered, in a muffled voice. He would expect her to take her clothes off. Even the Sinnotts had been surprised, the first afternoon, when she produced her gray wool bathing suit. “You don’t need that here,” said Martha, but John had been more tactful and left his underdrawers on, in the water, while Martha had swum nude. After that, they had both brought bathing suits, whenever they came, which Dolly felt was an imposition on them, for the whole point of New Leeds—she could hear Martha saying it—was that you could go in naked.


  “Good!” came the voice from the sitting room. “Most people swim too much here.” Despite her relief, Dolly again was troubled; she felt that her friends were being criticized. And what was wrong with swimming? She dared not ask. “The natives never swim,” the voice answered her silent inquiry. “It’s a city person’s fad, like cooking in the fireplace.” “Good Lord!” said Dolly, raising a stricken hand to her cheek. “Wasn’t that what they were used for, originally?” she ventured, hanging up the dish towel. “Hell, yes,” he said. “They did it from necessity. Now it’s phoney, an artifice. ‘Oh, I adore these old fireplaces,’ ” he quoted in falsetto.


  Dolly came reluctantly into the sitting room. Her fireplace was not old, but her two wire broilers and an asbestos glove stood beside it, bearing witness against her. She could not make out whether he had seen them. And his point of view was mysterious to her; she could not locate where he stood, with such an uncompromising air. New Leeds, he declared, was being ruined by an influx of smart people with money and artificial standards. Dolly rubbed her eyes. Who did he mean, she asked herself wonderingly. The Sinnotts, if he meant them, had no money. And who else could answer to this description? She could only suppose that he must be referring to her. “Who?” she interrupted. “Who are you talking about?” He smiled. “My dear girl,” he said. “You must have met them and been entertained in their homes.” Dolly shook her head. “I don’t know who you mean,” she said stubbornly. He puffed on his pipe. “The Coes,” he said finally. “The Hubers.” And he named off the very people whom Martha had said she could see. Dolly pressed her lips firmly together to stifle the laughter that was bubbling up. “The Coes!” she cried faintly. “You’re dreaming.” She started to add that she had been served a drink in a jelly glass in their establishment, but prudence closed her mouth just in time; she did not want him to find her with an artificial standard showing. “The Coes are all right,” he conceded. “But they’re rich people and they want to set the tone. They’ve formed a choice little group: your friend Martha, of course, and poor old Miles, when they can snag him.”


  Dolly laughed uncomfortably. “I thought you liked Mr. Murphy,” she protested. Sandy Gray nodded. “Miles was my friend,” he said somberly. “Now I don’t know him any more. Or he doesn’t know me. It’s this damned change. He’s got a new woman and he’s gone respectable. He drives around in a Cadillac, wearing a sports jacket. If I ask him to drop in to see me, he explains that his white-wall tires won’t take these back roads or his wheels will get out of alignment. Or he’s busy with his philosophical work. There’s something slick and hard about the guy now that he’s got his life fixed up. ‘First things first,’ I said to him the last time we met and he stared at me like a boiled lobster.” Dolly smiled bleakly at the comparison; she felt touched and troubled by what she was hearing. “Perhaps he is busy,” she suggested. The fact that she herself had seen him the other day at the Coes’ weighed heavy on her conscience. “First things first,” Sandy Gray repeated. “Let me give you an example. I went down to see him last month, on my motorbike. I had the idea that I might get him to testify for me, professionally, as a psychologist, about the kids’ condition. Miles knows Clover, my third wife, from way back; she grew up here; her father wrote for the pulps. He knows she’s an unfit mother; she used to take care of his kid for him when he was living with Martha. I figured he could drop in to see her now and report what he found to my lawyer.” Dolly’s brows furrowed; a deep sense of horror overcame her; her stomach felt queasy. Her sympathies, by instinct, flew to the mother’s side and repelled the idea of spying on her. But she immediately felt rebuked by another inner voice that told her she was being conventional. Many fathers, she knew, made better parents than many mothers; it was only tradition that shrank from the facts. Moreover, there was spying and spying; in a good cause, she supposed, it was justified. “I told him the whole story,” Sandy Gray was relating. “And he sat there at his desk, in that damned windmill, listening, tapping his foot and doodling on a piece of paper. “So what happened?” said Dolly. “Did he refuse you?”


  Sandy Gray snorted. “He never gave me the chance to ask him. He cut me short in the middle of a sentence. ‘Well, well,’ he said, getting up and looking at his wrist watch, the way he used to do when the hour was over. ‘Interesting case, Sandy. It will make a judgment of Solomon when it comes to the court in November.’ ” Despite herself, Dolly laughed. “And that was all?” she murmured, sobering her face. “That was all. He had an engagement, he told me. He went to the door and rang a bell for his wife.”


  A silence fell. Dolly herself became conscious of the passage of time. She dared not look at her wrist watch, but the sun had left the windows and it must be, she realized, at least three o’clock. In an hour, the sun would set, and nothing was accomplished. She had not gone for the mail or bought her groceries; her brushes and paints and easel were still outside. Yet she tried not to think of these things, which were mere details, she told herself. Her work, her life, her mind were cluttered with detail. “First things first,” she muttered under her breath, like a lesson. An hour ago, she had been on the edge of something—a straightforward relation with a man. And now suddenly it was spoiled, by her having, so to speak, underthoughts. The silence, as it continued, propagated trivia; she looked about her and saw crumbs and tobacco everywhere, which she could not wipe up because it would be conventional. The need to make conversation became an uncomfortable urgency, but she could think of nothing to say but something about the weather. Moreover, she was afraid that John and Martha might come. And on top of everything else, she had to go to the bathroom.


  She jumped up and lit a match to the fire laid in the fireplace. He turned to watch her, crouching at the hearth. “How old are you?” he said abruptly. Dolly told him her age. “Are you a virgin?” he demanded. Dolly’s spine stiffened; she rose, slowly, and backed up against the fireplace wall. Nobody had asked her this question since she had been in college. She had often yearned to discuss what was the central fact in her life, but everybody steered shy of it, even her closest friends. Yet now that she had been asked, finally, her tongue remained paralyzed. She stared at him speechlessly, trying to feel indignation.


  “Well?” he said. “Are you or aren’t you?” Dolly looked at him in anguish. “Don’t you know?” he said, ironically. This, in literal fact, was the case. She had had a single experience, five years before, on a boat, at night, on the deck, behind a stack of steamer chairs. A sailor had interrupted them, and she had fled in shame to her cabin, not sure whether or not the act, as the books said, had been completed. The next morning they had landed, and she had never seen her partner, a young student, again. Since that time, men had made love to her, and she had responded, even while resisting. But they got discouraged too easily; they gave up, like her painting teachers, just when she might have let herself go. Several times, she had nearly made the plunge. She had permitted what her aunts used to call liberties and was ready to give the final favor, though she still weakly pushed and struggled, when the man, straightening his necktie, would get up and say he was sorry. “Don’t be sorry,” she had several times cried out, but they took this as mere courtesy on her part. The older she got, the more men hesitated to tamper with her, because they thought she was a virgin, and she could not correct this impression, because she was not sure.


  As she stood gazing at Sandy Gray, she felt the gates of her speech miraculously unlocking. She was going to tell; his wish to know was impersonal. After all, she reminded herself, he was in love with another woman. Recklessly, she opened her mouth and took a deep breath, but at that moment he got up and yawned, stretching his long arms. “All right,” he said. “I’m sorry. Don’t tell me.” He picked up his cap from the studio couch. “But I’ll tell you one thing,” he observed thoughtfully. “You’ve never been in love.”


  Dolly’s rueful gaze rested, startled, on him. It was true, but how did he know it? Her stubborn nature had known many passionate attachments—to animals, to her teachers, to her friends. But she had never loved a man, in the sense that he meant, except in daydreams. “How do you know?” she said. He shrugged. “I see it everywhere,” he replied, gesturing with his cap. “In your work. In the way you stand, backed up against the wall. In your books. Noli me tangere.” Tears came to Dolly’s eyes for the second time that day. “Don’t cry,” he said. “I like you. You’re a good little child in your pinafore. You love Mummy and Daddy and Nanny and little brother and sister and your teddy bear. Some day you may grow up to be a woman.”


  He put on his cap. “Drop over to see me,” he said. “I live on the other side of the pond, behind that pine grove.” Dolly stood watching him go, the way he had come, striking with his knife at the pickerel weed. She felt shattered. A long-sought opportunity had been missed. Another time, if she saw him, everything would be different: she would know him too well to speak openly. It was because he had come to her as a stranger, out of the pond, like a water god, that she had nearly confessed herself. She was tempted to run after him, but another feeling, a sense of proud umbrage, held her where she was. He was wrong about her, she said to herself triumphantly. He had missed the point altogether. She had no Mummy or Daddy or brother or sister. She was an orphan. He was stupid not to have seen that. And John and Martha were right. Thanks to him, she had lost a day’s painting. Perplexity smote her. She struck herself a violent blow on the forehead. “Oh damn,” she cried. “Damn, damn, damn!”


  Seven


  


  IT WAS Friday morning. Jane Coe had set the alarm clock for eight, so that she would be sure to get hold of the electrician before he went off for the day. The icebox had been on the blink since Tuesday, and every morning she had missed him. It was no good leaving messages with his wife, to give him at lunch-time, for he was a lazy loafer who hated to come all the way out the back roads to the Coes’ house and risk getting stuck in the sand with his new low-slung car. You had to coax him, in person, using all your womanly wiles; if he once promised, he would not go back on it. Jane understood his point of view. Why should he come and waste his time here when he could go bass-fishing instead? He did not need the money; he made his killing on the summer people. Warren begged to differ; he and Jane had had quite a discussion on the subject only the night before. According to Warren, Will Harlow had a duty, as the only electrician in the community, to come when he was called, like a doctor. When Will went off to Florida last winter for a vacation, leaving everybody stranded and children’s milk spoiling in the iceboxes, Warren had seen red. But Jane said that just living was more important than fussing with other people’s electricity if you didn’t have to; Will’s customers could have put the milk out the window and waited calmly till he came back. She did not think it was fair to consider the texture of life the most important thing, for yourself, if you didn’t apply the same standard to poor Will, who came when it suited him or when he needed the money. This debonair statement had made Warren explode. “You mean Will Harlow comes here just for the money?” he had cried, setting down his cup of Sanka with a bang on the table; they did not bother with saucers. “He comes here because we bribe him,” he added, breathing fire.


  “Of course,” replied Jane, yawning. This was truer than Warren knew. Jane had made a study of Will Harlow’s psychology, and in the summertime, when everybody was competing for him, she would put something extra out of commission to make it worth his while to come fix the stove or the icebox. She had a defective mixer that could be counted on to blow the electricity in the whole house if necessary. This was one of the little things she hid from Warren, on account of his high principles, but last night she had told him, just to shake him up. She had been reading an article in a medical magazine, explaining that anger was good for you; it kept you from getting cancer. They had had an awful fight, and Jane, sure enough, had slept like a log. She had slept so well that when the alarm clock rang, she had turned it off and burrowed back into her pillow, forgetting why she had set it. At nine o’clock, she had waked up with a start to realize that it was the day of the Bérénice reading and that the Hubers and the Murphys were coming for dinner first, and after dinner, the others, Miss Lamb and Paul and the Sinnotts. They would all be awfully put out if there were no ice for their drinks. She plodded out to the telephone, in her furry scuffs and bathrobe, but it was too late: Will Harlow had already left, for his workman’s day.


  It was a dark rainy morning. Warren reported, after a look at the weathervane, that they were in for a three-day blow. That was why she had overslept, of course; everybody overslept on overcast mornings. In the bathroom, Jane drew a long face and thrust her lower lip out, staring at herself sternly in the mirror to keep a furtive giggle down. There was a funny side to it, her owlish reflection agreed: John Sinnott would tell her she had missed the electrician from perversity. Every time he and Martha came, something went haywire. Either there was no ice or else there was no soda water, like the last time, or she had forgotten to get salt, for the dinner, or sugar, or there were mouse-droppings in the flour. These things did not matter, Warren assured her, but Jane had felt a little bit embarrassed, a few nights before, when they had had Miss Lamb to dinner, and they had found they were out of paper napkins and paper towels and kleenex, so that they had had to give her toilet paper, folded neatly by Warren, for a napkin. They used to have linen, Warren told Miss Lamb, with a tender glance, like a hug, at his rosy spouse, but Jane had given it all away, except for the sheets and pillow slips, which did not have to be ironed. When they first came up here, they had a whole trunk full of Jane’s grandmother’s beautiful embroidered linen from Germany, stored out in the garage. Jane had never used it, and they needed the storage space for Warren’s pictures. Martha had some of the napkins now; they looked lovely on her table, with the big Ws in heavy scroll embroidery—it was a lucky coincidence that both Martha’s maiden name and Jane’s grandmother’s had begun with W.


  Jane did not grudge this gift. She was naturally open-handed, and it also satisfied her thrifty side to see that the things were being used. She thought Martha was crazy to bother with the washing and the ironing and keeping the table polished, and it gave Jane pleasure to think of the hours she herself was saving not doing these things. When she looked at her napery gleaming on Martha’s dark table, she felt the same way she felt when she saw their goat munching a tin can in the zoophile lady’s back yard: she was glad she had found it a good home. She had a genius, she admitted, for finding people who would take things she did not want. Last year, she had even discovered a man who was delighted to have their garbage to feed to his pigs—which saved her going to the dump. As it turned out, he insisted on having it sorted and he complained about broken glass and coffee grounds, so that idea had to be chalked up as a failure. But sooner or later, Jane was confident, she would solve the garbage-disposal problem, in a way that would make everybody hold up their hands in astonishment and wonder why they had not thought of it. She and Warren had tried everything: expensive chemical devices buried in the ground; a gas incinerator that functioned in the kitchen; burning the stuff in the fireplace or in Warren’s studio stove. But nothing as yet had worked out to suit her; unless you went to the dump, you always had the labor of sorting.


  Labor-saving schemes of one kind or another played a large part in Jane’s thoughts. It was something she had inherited, probably, from her inventor-grandfather; Warren said that her bump of inventiveness was very much enlarged. Recently, she had been pondering putting in some sheep to act as lawn mowers around the house and fertilize the ground with their droppings, so that some time she could have a vegetable garden—according to the latest theories, it was better not to weed. And she had heard of a place where you sent the sheep’s wool, which came back woven into blankets. That was what had got her started: she and Warren needed some new blankets; the moths had got into their spare ones. Last fall, when John and Martha were staying with them, John had said, “What is this, Jane—a blanket for an octopus?” Warren had agreed that they needed blankets, but he wanted to just buy them in a store, like other people. The sheep, he pointed out, would have to have cover, in the wintertime, and be fed, the same as the goat. And if he and Jane wanted to go away some time, during the winter months, to see some exhibitions and picture galleries, they would be stuck here, because of the sheep. Sheep lived outdoors, Jane argued; all they needed was a little sheepfold that they could huddle in, during a storm; you could just put some oats or whatever they ate out for them. But Warren was too tenderhearted. In the summer, yes, he conceded; but he would not take responsibility in the winter. “If you can find somebody who will have them for the winter, dear,” remained his last word.


  Jane was very foresighted when she had her mind set on something. She would not get the sheep until spring, when she could buy them cheap, as lambs, but she had already sounded out the goat-lady and the butcher at the First National. They had both turned her down, as she had feared. And yet she still felt that there must be somebody in the community who would be glad to take care of the sheep for her. There was a balance in human psychology, she had always reasoned, like the balance of Nature; and just as snakes were useful to kill rodents and weeds to put vitamins in the soil, so there had to be somebody who would find a use for those sheep during the winter months. She had been turning over the problem every night before going to sleep, visualizing the lambs, one black, one white, and the blankets she would have woven to her own design, in a modern zigzag pattern. She had read about mathematicians who put their unconscious to work on a difficult equation and woke up with the solution. And this morning, as a matter of fact, as she was dialing a number where his wife thought she might reach Will Harlow, inspiration smote her. The public high school, she exclaimed to herself, widening her eyes. In a modern school like that, they must have a course in zoology or natural science, for which a pair of sheep would be perfect. And the school year exactly coincided with the months Warren did not want the sheep.


  


  “Wonderful, dear,” agreed Warren, somewhat absently, from the kitchen, where he was coddling some eggs for his breakfast. He had slipped out of bed ahead of her, as he sometimes did when he wanted to start painting early. “Did you get Will?” he added, gazing sadly at the toaster, which did not seem to be working. In the doorway, Jane shook her head, recalled to the day’s agenda. “They didn’t answer,” she said. “I’ll have to try and find him. He can’t be fishing in this storm. I’ll bet he’s down at Snow’s Bungalows; all his cronies are working there, putting up some new cabins. . . .” She added some water to last night’s coffee and turned the heat on high. “Say,” she said, thinking, “maybe I could get a piece of ice from the iceman and we could put it in the guest-room bathtub.” Warren’s face brightened obediently, and then a shadow fell on it. “There’s wood there, dear. Remember?” Jane frowned; the bathtub was full of driftwood that they had carried up from the beach. It had seemed to her an excellent storage bin for keeping the wood dry; last year, they had left their wood outside, under a tarpaulin, but it had always got damp. “We could put the ice in our tub,” she proposed. “You don’t need a bath.” Warren apologetically opened the dark icebox; there was a smell of mold and spoilage. “Don’t you think it would be better to try to get Will?” he queried. “That’s just penicillin,” said Jane briskly, but after a moment’s thought she acquiesced. It would be less work, she calculated, to find Will Harlow than to go to the iceman and have to lug the ice out of the station wagon, dump it in the bathtub, and then chop it, by hand.


  She was eager to go talk to the high-school principal during the morning recess; it did not do to postpone things and let your enthusiasm peter out. But she overrode the impulse. The sheep could wait; Warren was anxious for tonight to be a success. He was full of gratitude to Miles, for buying the portrait, and he wanted everything to be nice for him. This meant that Jane would have to go and get the cleaning woman, put her to work, and drive her back home, when she was through. She would have to find Will Harlow and take the carving knife to the butcher to be sharpened; they were having a joint for dinner. She would have to stop at Martha’s and get some herbs for the salad; there was a torn slipcover on the sofa which she could fix in a jiffy, if she could remember to buy mending tape. They had been planning to spend the afternoon at the cove, gathering oysters—her mother had just sent them a patented oyster-opener—but the weather precluded that now. Nevertheless, it would be a busy day for her, and she would be bound to forget something important if she got distracted by the sheep. For one thing, she ought to wash her hair, and for another, she ought to get Paul to open up his antique store during his lunch hour so that she could buy some stem glasses for the wine. She still had a last set of goblets stored away up above the beams in the studio, but it would be more trouble to look for them and get them down and have Mrs. Silvia wash them than it would be to get new ones, which Paul could dust out in the shop for her. That was the difficulty about a party; everything landed on you at once. Most people here didn’t care what you served it in, so long as they got their booze, but tonight’s guest list was a little different, more bourgeois, she supposed you could call it, though to somebody like her family Miles Murphy would be pretty startling.


  Warren, moreover, had been funny lately, ever since the Sinnotts had arrived. “Why can’t we have something like this?” he had said wistfully, holding up a thin glass at Martha’s dinner table. For years, he had been setting the table with cottage-cheese glasses for the wine and had never seemed to notice. He was different from Jane; other people’s possessions stirred something in him, evidently—memories of his mother’s house. Jane almost thought he was envious, which was silly because they could afford anything the Sinnotts had, if they wanted it. It was a question of practicality. Martha’s fragile glasses would be broken in a week in the dishwasher—as Jane knew from experience—and nobody nowadays wanted to take the trouble to wash glasses by hand and dry them.


  Nevertheless, she was going to let Warren have his way. He would soon see for himself that it was not worth it to have a breathless, perspiring, frazzled wife flop down at the dinner table across from him. What he really prized was her intellectual companionship, and she could not spend the day perusing current books and magazines or just thinking, curled up on the sofa, if she was going to be a compulsive housewife, like her mother, always “over” the servants and arranging flowers and looking for dust. Germs were good for you; they built up immunities; Jane had not had a day’s sickness, except during her periods, since the vacuum cleaner broke.


  


  “I wonder whether the Murphys will come,” said Warren, peering out the window. The weathervane on the studio was whirling about wildly; gusts of rain struck at the house; the gutters ran. “They’ll come,” said Jane. It was the kind of dismal day that made people want to be together. “All the way from Digby?” Warren said doubtfully. “They know I’m expecting them to dinner,” answered Jane, who never worried. “They would have called by this time, if they weren’t coming, so that I wouldn’t go ahead and do the marketing.”


  In the station wagon, on the way to the village, Jane herself began to wonder. She could hardly see to drive, down the wet sand road. In the village, the main street was deserted. As she turned into the parking space, she saw the Sinnotts’ car, which still had its New York license plates, speeding north, out of the village, toward Digby. She could not make out who was in it, but it was burning a lot of oil, she noted; they ought to get it fixed. Where could either of them be going, she wondered, on a morning like this? Could they have had another fight? Her speculations ceased as she hurried across the street to the post office in her plastic raincoat and hood, which were no protection, really. Her long full orange cotton skirt was flapping wetly around her bare ankles, and her ballet slippers were soaked.


  She opened her mailbox and found a telegram. “Western Union man just brought that around,” said the postmistress. “Your phone’s out of order; somebody on your line left the receiver off the hook.” The smallest village idiot stood watching her with a grin as she broke the seal with her forefinger. “Somebody die,” he repeated in his high, loud gabble. Jane shook her head. “Telegrams don’t mean death any more,” she said to him, kindly. She made it a policy to spread reason wherever she could. Nevertheless, her heart missed a beat; she was afraid it was from the Murphys, begging off for tonight. Her eyes ran over the message: Warren’s mother was dead, of a stroke, yesterday, in Savannah.


  Her first thought was of the roast she had had the butcher cut specially the day before. Death was peculiar; it made things like that pop into your mind. Still, it was a problem whether she could return it; being an only child, Warren, of course, would have to go to the funeral. She would have to cancel the play-reading. A deep disappointment took hold of her, as she tried to tell herself, by way of comfort, that at least the day would be simplified. It would not matter now about the wine glasses or trying to get Will Harlow. But it was a cheerless comfort; without the plans to fill it, the day seemed bereft. And Warren would have to be away for three days at the very least; when he came back, he might want to go into mourning. They would never have the play-reading, she said to herself sadly, stuffing the telegram into her Mexican leather pouch. She would have to call the Murphys and tell Paul, in the liquor store, and call the Hubers and Martha, who could tell Miss Lamb. They would all be let down just because one old lady had happened to die the day before. It made her think of the time when her fifteenth birthday party had to be canceled because her brother had come down with polio. The Greeks had a better idea; when somebody died, they feasted, to show that life went on.


  All at once, she realized that the idiot and the postmistress were both watching her, avidly, she thought. Wrapping her raincoat about her, she started down the street to the drugstore to telephone. They would have to know right away, so they could make other dinner plans. What a waste, she said to herself. But as she trudged through the rain, two thoughts struck her. What was the matter with her? Obviously, Warren could not take the plane; all flights would be canceled. According to her car radio, the storm was general throughout coastal New England. She could drive him to Trowbridge, to get the afternoon train, but he would not reach New York till nearly midnight, too late, probably, to catch the sleeper for Savannah. He might just as well stay here and wait to get a plane in the morning, when the weather would doubtless clear. He could go to Boston, of course, in the hope that flights would be resumed again this afternoon or this evening, but he might not get a seat; Friday was a bad travel day. And there was a second obstacle. What was he going to wear?


  Jane had been considering this question ever since they had heard that his mother was failing. In the south, as she knew, people were stuffy about the ceremonial of mourning. A black band sewn on his corduroy sleeve would not be enough, probably, to satisfy Warren’s cousins and his aunt. He could stop off in Boston and get a ready-made dark suit and a pair of black shoes; but it seemed crazy to spend the money on something he would wear only the once. Moreover, there was the time factor. He would have to have the suit altered. Ready-made pants were always too long for him and too baggy in the seat. Even if he took the suit to some little tailor, it would take a couple of hours for the alteration to be done, what with the pressing and everything: he might miss the plane, if there was one, hanging around and waiting. Last week, however, Jane had had a brain wave. Seeing John Sinnott walk into a party in his dark-blue suit, she had realized that he and Warren had much the same build. John, of course, was taller, but his shoulders and waist were narrow, like Warren’s, and he had a small behind; she had checked on this point when they were in swimming, in the nude. The blue suit would be just right for Warren, if she turned up the trousers; there was a steam-iron put away somewhere in the studio that she could press them with. Black or a dark oxford would have been better, but there was no point in repining. It was a piece of luck that the only dark suit in all New Leeds—except the bank president’s—should have come here with the Sinnotts in September. If Warren’s mother had died last year, there would have been no suit for him at all. The blue was very dark, almost midnight, and it would look very nice with Warren’s blue eyes. And John had a lot of neckties; she had seen them hanging on his bureau, some of them in dark, conservative colors. Warren had only two: bright wools woven by the New Leeds Craftsmen. The shoes Warren would have to buy, in Trowbridge or Digby. John’s feet were too long, though narrow, and Paul’s black shoes, which he wore for state occasions, were short enough but too broad. Even if Warren were to wear several pairs of wool socks, he would not be comfortable, and foot comfort was important, psychologically—that was why they went barefoot so much.


  


  Sitting in the drugstore phone booth, with her wet skirt and petticoat bundled about her, Jane took out a coin and hesitated. There was no use trying to get Warren yet, if their phone was out of order. It came to her that it must be she who had left the receiver off the hook, while she was calling Will Harlow and thinking about the sheep. And even if Warren had replaced it in the meantime, he would be in his studio now, out of earshot of the phone. With the planes not flying, there was no hurry about telling him. She decided to call Martha first and ask about the suit. But just then she remembered seeing the Sinnotts’ car heading out of town. What was she going to do if they were off somewhere for the day? She dropped in the coin, and Martha answered. She had been trying to get Jane, she said, to tell her they could not come to the play-reading because John had had to go to Boston this morning to finish some research. Jane heard her out, without interruption; she could have saved Martha her breath by telling her about Warren’s mother, but she was curious to know what explanation the Sinnotts had cooked up between them: any fool could see that John had gone to Boston to avoid having to meet Miles tonight. For herself, Jane wanted to find out diplomatically, before asking straight out, whether the blue suit was here or whether it had gone off too. “I thought I saw John,” she said. “Dashing out of the post office. What was he wearing?” “A raincoat,” said Martha. “And that good-looking blue suit?” persisted Jane. “Why yes, I think so,” said Martha. “Yes, he was,” she added, more positively. Jane caught her breath. “How long is he going to be gone?” “Just today,” said Martha. “He has to see somebody for dinner. He’ll be back late tonight.” “Oh,” said Jane.


  A new idea was forming in her mind. It was clear now that Warren could not leave till tomorrow in any case; he would have to wait on the weather and the suit. There was no reason, therefore, why they should not have the play-reading. Warren himself had been looking forward to it for a week now. He and Jane had read the play, together, in Masefield’s English translation, and he wanted to discuss with Martha the peculiar philosophy behind it. He would be horribly disappointed if the project fell through. But of course, with his mother dead, he would think that they ought not to have it, not for any real reason, but just because of the forms. He had been expecting her death anyway; after all, she was seventy-nine, and when he had gone down to see her last year, he must have realized it was good-bye. And it was not as if his knowing, today, could do any good. If the telegram had said, “Mother dying,” that would have been different: he would have wanted to telephone and start off as fast as he could, even though she would be unconscious and incapable of recognizing him—that was how she had conditioned him. But since the old lady was gone, what could be the harm of letting him have the play-reading before he found out?


  It was only an accident, actually, Jane suddenly perceived, that she had got the telegram this morning. There were some days when they did not go for the mail at all, and she often left the receiver off the hook for twenty-four hours without noticing it. Actually, if it had not been for the party tonight, the telegram could have stayed there in the box without their knowing it until tomorrow at least. So to all intents and purposes, it was as if she had not got it yet. And how much better it would be, from everybody’s point of view, if she had not happened to stop in at the post office just now. . . . If Warren was going to grieve, in spite of having worked through his mother-attachment with the psychoanalyst, he might as well begin tomorrow, Jane said to herself in her practical voice. There was nothing he could do anyway, and useless suffering was the worst kind; that was the good part about funerals—they gave the relations something to put their minds on. If she were in Warren’s place and it was her mother, she would want him to spare her until she could get off on a plane and start making the funeral arrangements. She would want him to have the play-reading for her.


  Absently listening to Martha, Jane made her decision. The play must go on, she said to herself with a grin and a hollow feeling in her stomach. For one wild instant, she considered taking Martha into her confidence, but prudence intervened: if she was not going to tell Warren, it was better that nobody should know until tomorrow morning. And Martha might disapprove. She was telling Jane now all the virtuous reasons why she too could not come to the play-reading: she had some letters to write; she had bought some green tomatoes and was going to make a pickle; she had no car and it was too far for Dolly to come for her. “I’m sorry,” she wound up. “But after all you don’t need me. There are only seven parts. Dolly can do Bérénice; her French is much better than mine. And you can do the confidante.” “Don’t be a nut,” said Jane, feeling cross with Martha. “Of course, we need you. You’re the only professional. Warren will die if you don’t come.” It was true: Warren’s expectations rested on Martha’s presence; he was happy in the thought that she and Miles could be friends again, thanks to the portrait. But Martha kept sounding reluctant. She would rather not, she insisted. “Is it because of Miles?” Jane demanded, boldly. Partly, Martha admitted. But it was not only that, she pretended; she had all those things to do and she wanted to be home, for John, when he got back from Boston: he would have an awful drive in this weather. Jane made a face. “Why, you don’t want to stay there all alone, waiting for him,” she exclaimed in scoffing tones. “If he has dinner in Boston, he won’t be back till one in the morning.” “Yes,” acknowledged Martha. “You’ll be home by that time,” Jane pointed out. “Warren will come and get you and bring you back afterward. You might as well come to dinner; I’ve got a big roast.”


  There was a tiny pause. “I couldn’t,” said Martha faintly. “Not to dinner.” “Because of the Murphys? Don’t be crazy,” said Jane. “You don’t have to be afraid of them. Miles is still in love with you. Everybody says so. That’s why he bought the portrait.” “That isn’t true,” Martha’s voice protested. “And if it were, it would be all the more reason. . . .” “Not to come?” said Jane. “I don’t see that at all. He’s settled down now. He’s not going to do anything unless you encourage him. Anyway,” she added, “they may not come. Because of the weather. And somebody’s got to eat that roast.” “No,” said Martha. This firmness was not like Martha, Jane said to herself. “Is it John?” she ventured. “Did he tell you not to come?” Martha remained silent. “He doesn’t have to know,” remarked Jane. “You’ll be home before he is.” “Oh, I couldn’t do that,” cried Martha in a horrified voice. “Well, then, tell him after he gets back. Tell him you felt lonely. Why shouldn’t you go out to dinner if he does in Boston?” “I don’t know,” said Martha. “I must say, it does sound rather silly when you think about it.” “Then you’ll come,” said Jane. She felt Martha hesitate. “No,” Martha said finally. “I’d better not. He might call me, from Boston, and it would worry him if I weren’t here.” “He calls you up,” exclaimed Jane, “when he’s just gone for the day?” “Sometimes,” said Martha, proudly. Jane considered this strange; to her mind, it argued a lack of security. “Oh, come anyway,” she said. “He probably won’t call. I’ll have Warren stop by for you at seven. Don’t forget to bring your book; we’ve only got two copies, unless Harriet Huber finds one. And bring some herbs from your garden.” “No,” pleaded Martha, but Jane rang off. She was certain Martha would come, to the play-reading, if not to dinner, and probably to both.


  


  But as soon as she felt satisfied that she had won her point, a slight uneasiness beset her. She was not sure that Warren would approve of Martha’s coming to dinner; they had agreed that it would be better for the Sinnotts to arrive afterward, so as not to embarrass the Murphys. To Jane’s mind, John’s absence altered everything: Martha would just be an extra woman who could be slipped in next to Harold Huber, like somebody you were having for charity. But Warren might not see it that way; he might feel that Jane had betrayed him. And if he ever found out about the telegram . . . ! In the stuffy phone booth, Jane felt suddenly queasy; she rested her head against the telephone and tried to collect herself. Her eyes wandered sidewise out into the drugstore; the druggist had his back turned and the soda-fountain girl was reading a comic book. But Jane had the conviction that they had just been watching her and listening to her conversation. Against all reason, the notion fastened itself on her that the whole village knew that Warren’s mother was dead. She drove her station wagon very slowly out toward the cleaning woman’s house; two cars passed her, as she crawled along, and again she felt that eyes had turned to study her.


  There was nothing unusual in that, she assured herself; she was a bit of a curiosity in the village and people always stared. They thought she was a character, just because she was sensible and easygoing. Her ideas made people laugh, and she did not mind; all her brothers had teased her, and in boarding school and college, she had been looked on as a card. People laughed at her because she was innocently logical. She was being logical, now, about Warren’s mother; she had thought it out, step by step, reasonably, as she did all her ideas. Nobody could possibly know about the telegram (that was all her imagination); the Western Union man was a typical closemouthed Yankee who would not tell anybody anything, not even the time of day, unless he had authorization. There were dozens of stories about him.


  Jane’s heart began to race. She had overlooked one factor. Supposing the Western Union man telephoned to make sure the telegram had reached them? She had no way of knowing whether the phone was still off the hook. Faintness overtook her. She was not used to deception, she realized, except in small things; up to now, she had only told white lies and did not mind being caught in them. In fact, it was rather fun to let Warren catch her in an untruth; quite often she would give herself away, with giggles, like a kid playing hide-and-seek, just to let him pounce on her, the way he had last night.


  But now, for the first time, she recognized, she had done something that Warren might take a grave view of. He might not think it was funny or delightfully in character for Jane to be suppressing this telegram. And once she started lying, she would have to keep it up. If she did not produce the telegram the minute she got home, she would have to claim she had never got it, no matter what, assuming she was questioned. Her original plan had been to “discover” the telegram in their mailbox early tomorrow morning, when she could come to the village on some pretext. Warren, she reckoned, would be too busy packing and trying on the suit to press any inquiries about why it had not been delivered earlier. And by the time he got back from Savannah, it would be too late to follow it up; nobody would remember. Only two people, Jane reasoned, had seen her get the telegram this morning, and one of them, after all, was an idiot, who did not know one day of the week from another. The real problem, she now decided, was the Western Union man, who was the old-fashioned, conscientious type. If the phone was still off the hook and he kept trying to get them, he might send a man out from the phone company or even drive out himself in his old Ford to deliver it in person. Or would he check with the postmistress, to find whether the Coes had got their mail? That would make three people who knew. And what if Warren’s relations, down there, got worried when they did not hear from him and put a tracer on the telegram?


  


  Jane stopped the car by the roadside. She was shivering all over. This was what it felt like, apparently, to embark on a career of crime. It was not worth it; she could see that at once. Honesty was the best policy. Whoever said that was right. She marveled, sitting there, at the women who made a practice of deceiving their husbands. How did they do it? She thought of the New Leeds wives who had had clandestine love affairs: Ellen Gray, in the old days, and Martha, when she was married to Miles. She could understand their doing it once, but to keep it up, as a regular thing? Her teeth began to chatter, as her mind stole amazedly back over the course of romantic history: Queen Guinevere, Mary Stuart—living every hour in the fear of discovery. How had they done it? She had never approved, much, of adultery; the fun of marriage was sharing things with your mate. But she had never before considered how much courage adultery took, far more than the act repaid—days of suspense for a few seconds of pleasure. She had always thought of herself as a hardy soul, but now she saw that she had never really dared. Daring, she cogitated, was a matter of taking chances. It was like statistics or gambling; you had to compute probabilities. And there was always the unforeseen, the little thing you overlooked that would catch you up in the end—what they called contingency. She herself already felt like a different person, just for thinking of deceiving Warren, or rather she felt the same, but everything else had changed and become somehow slippery, like when Alice went through the looking-glass—into the fourth dimension, Warren said; that mathematician had explained it to him.


  Devoted as she was to Warren, she had always found his mathematical theories a little bit boring, and she noticed that other people did too. But now she perceived that there was a human side to all that: people who were afraid began to count and reckon, just as she was doing, and they were faced, straight off, with infinity. And when you were afraid, something queer happened to time. Looking at her watch, she found that only ten minutes had passed since she left the drugstore, though it seemed like an hour at least. Her thoughts, evidently, were racing like her pulse; that was what it must mean to live a double life, like Paul.


  And yet, she reflected, it was not anything wrong she was contemplating. To keep Warren in ignorance was the kindest and most sensible thing. It would be almost a sacrifice, on her part, to go through all this anxiety so that he could have a few hours’ peace. The only way it could hurt Warren not to know would be if the story got out that he had had a party the night after his mother’s death. But he could always say that he didn’t know, which would be true. Furthermore, it was not a party, exactly, but something educational. After all, it was a tragedy they were going to read, which would put Warren right in the mood.


  A smile twitched at Jane’s lips; her eyes goggled. She felt tickled by her own power of reasoning. Other people would say she was outrageous, but it was only the truth she was thinking. Wasn’t tragedy supposed to be a cathartic? She put on an innocent expression and arranged her plastic hood attractively over her tawny hair. A brand-new idea had come to her. She was going to the Western Union office and send a telegram for Warren to his old aunt: “Impossible leave today because of storm. Taking plane Savannah tomorrow morning. Grief-stricken. Love to all.” But as she considered this message, she saw that it would not do. It would satisfy the Western Union man, but the dating would give her away. Warren’s aunt would be bound to let the cat out of the bag by asking Warren about the storm; old people like that were always interested in weather conditions. Jane pondered. Lying was not easy, when you had to cover your tracks. But it stimulated your brain, like doing a chess problem: you had to think ahead to all the possible moves on the other side of the board. The easy thing would be to go home and tell Warren now and get it over with, but she could not bear to give up, now that she was started. A solution would come to her; solutions always had. The point was to word a telegram so that it could sound as if it had been sent tomorrow, in case Warren ever saw it, and at the same time to fix it so that the Western Union man would not wonder. . . . Just as she was despairing, the light suddenly broke: she would send a night letter! “Warren taking plane. He will arrive Savannah, today, Saturday, P.M. and will phone you from airport. Both of us very sad to hear of mother’s passing. Condolences to all. Signed, Jane Coe.” She counted over the words to make sure it was long enough not to surprise the Western Union man that it was going as a night letter; luckily, her small economies were famous in the village. He would not think a thing of it, unless she started explaining. “Never apologize, never explain,” she said to herself sagely, starting up the engine.


  Tomorrow morning, when she brought Warren the bad news, she would tell him that she had just sent that message for him, from the Western Union office, and he would say, “Wonderful, dear,” as he always did when she thought ahead for him. Then, even if his aunt should happen to show him the telegram, Warren would be too hot and bothered to notice the NL, for night letter, up among the symbols at the top. If he did, he would think it was a mistake.


  In the little telegraph office, heated by a station-stove, Jane lost her usual aplomb. The Western Union man in his brown buttoned sweater unnerved her; he was so silent and poky. He did not make a sound as she wrote out the message for him, printing in big letters. She felt she ought to say something as his cracked brown finger moved laboriously over the yellow sheet she handed him, marking each word while she waited, sweat breaking out on her brow. Finally, he looked up over his glasses and scratched his head. “Sure you want to send it this way, Mrs. Coe?” he said, with a sharp look. Jane nearly passed out; she felt just as she used to when she was called into the head mistress’s office. “As a night letter, you mean?” she blurted out. “Yes . . . I think so. . . . It’s cheaper, and the person it’s going to will be out all day anyway. When they get it, you see, today will be tomorrow, or the other way around.” She could have killed herself when the telegrapher, nodding his old head slowly back and forth like a rocker, finally saw fit to reply. “That’s your business,” he observed. “Tweren’t that I was thinking of.” He got up from his stool and meandered over to the window. “Looks to me,” he said, “like a three-day blow. Doubt Mr. Coe will get a plane tomorrow morning.” Relief made Jane giddy; she nearly laughed aloud. “Why don’t you add, ‘Weather permitting’?” she suggested brightly, pointing to the telegram. “Put it after ‘plane.’ ‘Weather permitting, he will arrive Savannah . . .’?” The telegrapher considered. “That’s it,” he nodded. “Don’t cost you no more.”


  Jane bolted out of the office. He was a rare one, all right, she said to herself, and he held her in the palm of his hand, if he only knew it, like that awful creature in Madame Bovary. She was still shaking when she drove up to the cleaning woman’s house and parked for a minute to steady her nerves before having to face another native. The way they watched you steadily, without saying a word, seemed to her suddenly sinister, like being surrounded in the jungle. She longed for a confidante, to whom she could explain herself, but Warren was the only person who would understand and sympathize. Some day, she decided, she would tell him what she had gone through this morning, and they would laugh about it together; it would become one of Jane’s exploits. “Do you remember the time your mother died?” she could hear herself begin, and her face, in the car mirror, at once assumed a sheepish bad-girl look, with the lower lip thrust out and the long chin dropped, while the big blue eyes rolled appealingly, ready to dance, if only a partner invited. She was two people, really, as Warren had delightedly discovered, first on their honeymoon, and then again and again, just as he thought he had her settled. There were big Jane and little Jane, stern Jane and guilty Jane, downcast Jane and blithe Jane—she knew this from scolding herself as she used to scold her doll. And it was bad Jane, she recognized, who had the upper hand this morning. She had just done something awful. But now that she admitted it boldly, gazing hangdog at herself in the mirror, she promptly felt much better. Fear left her; some day she would confess to Warren and that would take care of remorse. She honked the horn for the cleaning woman and waited, at the wheel, unflurried. There was plenty of time for everything, so long as she took it easy and reminded herself that nothing mattered, really. She could still get Will Harlow, and if she didn’t, so much the worse. Moreover, if she was lucky, she might catch the high-school principal at lunch, when she went to get the glasses.


  Eight


  


  “Titus reginam Beronicen, cui etiam nuptias pollicitus ferebatur . . . statim ab Urbe dimisit invitus invitam.” Miles cleared his throat and looked around the Coes’ living room. The dinner dishes were cleared, and the play-reading was about to begin. Warren and Jane Coe sat by the fireplace, sharing a book and a hassock. They had elected not to take parts; it would be more fun, they said, just to listen. The rest of the company was paired: Martha was looking on with the vicomte; Dolly with Harold Huber, a thin white-haired man in a red flannel shirt who used to be a lawyer and now ran a duck farm; Miles with Harriet Huber, a big pink woman with a gray pompadour. Helen Murphy had not come. The child was sick, and Helen had been calling all day, to try to change the date to next week, but somebody on the line had left the receiver off the hook, so in the end Miles had driven over alone, not to let the Coes down. Martha was alone too, and for a while, at dinner, it had looked as if she and Miles were going to play opposite each other, as the Emperor and the Jewish queen, but Martha had insisted that Bérénice be given to Dolly. Martha was quite high; the gin-and-french, without ice, before dinner, had evidently gone to her head, and she had gulped a lot of claret. Warren had not seen her that way for years, not since she had been married to Miles, and he had felt troubled as he repeatedly filled her empty wine glass. Her dark eyes glittered in her pale oval face, and she spoke very positively, interrupting Miles in the middle of his harangues. At the same time, she looked very pretty, with her tapering neck and gold knot of hair, like a girl in a locket; she had not reached the usual New Leeds state, where the eyes would narrow and the features slip out of drawing, like a loose mask—a thing Warren hated, no matter how many times he saw it happen. He was apprehensive for Martha, knowing her as he did and sharing her nervousness about Miles. An outsider might not have realized that she was tight, but Dolly Lamb, Warren noticed, when she came in after dinner with the vicomte, had given her a quick, quizzical look, the minute she heard her laughing, in clear, sharp peals, at something that was not awfully funny. Martha had noticed the look too and hastily set aside her glass of B and B. She asked for more coffee, but unfortunately it had run out, and Warren did not want to bother Jane, who seemed tired and preoccupied, with making a fresh pot. Instead, he hopped out to the kitchen and brought everybody a glass of water.


  “Titus reginam Beronicen,” Miles began again. “Reginam,” murmured Martha to the vicomte, with a grimace, making the g hard. “I hate that soft, squelchy church Latin; after all, it’s Tacitus he’s quoting.” The vicomte furled his lower lip, like a little flag, and shrugged. “A matter of taste,” he said. “Who knows how the Romans pronounced?” “We do know,” whispered Martha. “Quiet!” Warren begged. “I want to hear Miles translate it.” “Say,” said Harold Huber, “include me out on the Latin. We came here to parler français, the way Harriet got it.” “It’s just the preface,” explained Dolly in an undertone, pointing to the text. “Racine gives the locus classicus he got the plot from.” “Oh,” replied Harold Huber. “Shoot,” he said to Miles. “ ‘Against his will and hers, Titus sent Queen Bérénice, whom, it is said, he had even promised to marry, away from the City.’ ” Miles glanced at Martha for confirmation. She nodded. “ ‘He, unwilling, sent her, unwilling, away,’ ” she said dreamily. “ ‘Statim’. ‘At once.’ ”


  “Pronto,” Miles chuckled. “Forthwith. Subito. There you have it, boys and girls. Yet in Racine it takes five acts to bring off.” He took out a handkerchief and blew a trumpet blast on his long nose. “Racine’s a microscopist,” he explained. “A slow-motion camera trained on the passions.” “Precisely,” said Martha. “Unlike Corneille,” continued Miles, “he’s interested in process. Racine’s a kind of scientist—bear in mind that this is the seventeenth century, the great age of French science and invention.” Warren nudged Jane. “Gee, this is interesting,” he said. “Racine,” Miles went on, with a gimlet stare at his audience, “is a scientific observer of human behavior; he takes a single action and enlarges it, under his microscope, the way you might study a plant or the organs of an animal.” “Yes,” put in Martha, excitedly. “How clever of you, Miles. That’s why the unities were necessary to Racine. People think the unities were arbitrary and artificial—a convention of academicians. But I can see that you could look at them as scientific, as if he were setting up a laboratory, for a controlled experiment.” “Excuse me for living,” Warren bashfully interjected, when he saw that she was through, “but what are the unities?” The vicomte sighed and laced his broad red hands over his belly; Harriet Huber yawned. “Time, space, and action,” ventured Dolly. Martha nodded. “The action takes place in one day on a single set. Here it’s the cabinet or closet, as they used to call it—Titus’s glorified private study, where he transacts his personal business. Next door, on one side, stage right, I think, are his imperial apartments; stage left, on the other side, are the apartments of the queen, Bérénice. Rome and Jerusalem, and the parley-ground between.” “What’s she doing there, anyway?” inquired Harold Huber. “She’s his guest,” said Martha. “She and her suite. In history, her brother Agrippa was with her.” “Isn’t she Titus’s mistress?” Jane wondered. “Evidently,” said the vicomte, widening his blue eyes. Miles and Martha exchanged an interrogatory look. “I don’t think so,” said Martha. “No,” said Miles. “She isn’t. Racine doesn’t set it up that way. For five years, they’ve been engaged, but he hasn’t tampered with her. Racine makes that plain in the preface”—he tapped the book—“where he compares her to Dido. Bérénice, he says, doesn’t have to die in the end because she, unlike Dido with Aeneas, hadn’t gone the whole way with young Titus.”


  “Oh, I bet they slept together,” said Jane airily. “Everybody knows about those long engagements. You can’t tell me they didn’t have intercourse.” She giggled. A look of amusement passed between Miles and Martha. “Not in Racine, Jane,” said Martha. “He says they didn’t, and you have to suspend your disbelief for the purposes of the play.” “Maybe they did in history, dear,” said Warren. “But this is a work of art, and you have to accept the artist’s convention.” “Oh, pooh,” said Jane. “If they didn’t sleep together, that was the whole trouble. That’s why their affair fizzled out. If he’d had them sleep together, he could have had a happy ending.” “Maybe that’s why he didn’t,” suggested Dolly gravely. “He didn’t want a happy ending, you mean?” put in Warren. “Right,” said Miles.


  “Will somebody please tell us what this is all about?” Plump Harriet Huber querulously patted her pompadour. Except for her batik robes and the priests’ vestments she sometimes wore, she was a very ordinary woman, who had formerly been a singer. Harold Huber was brighter than she was and keen as a whip, Warren had found, on his specialty, which had been railroad law. He had come a cropper through some arbitrage deal and nearly been put in jail, but he had a sharp head for business and had made good, up here, with his duck farm, which he had bought up cheap from a derelict writer who had mortgaged the ducks to go to Paris. Everybody ate ducks, to help Harold, but poor Harriet always seemed a little out of things, like somebody’s mother. “All you people,” she complained now, “seem to have read the play ahead of time.” “Yes, Miles, give us the story,” chimed in Harold Huber. “I think Paul should do it,” said Jane with a hostess’s eye on the vicomte, who sat blinking drowsily in his canvas chair. “Let the baron tell it,” Miles conceded grandly. “Ah well,” said the vicomte, opening his eyes, “it is many years since I have seen it performed. Mon oncle, le duc, took me when I was a little shaver, to see Bernhardt in the role. It was before her break with the Comédie Française. He had a mistress, I believe, who was playing the part of the confidante—your part, my dear girl,” he added, to Martha. “Later, there was a quarrel between her and Bernhardt.” “Let’s get on with the story,” Miles said impatiently.


  But Paul was offended. “You tell it, my friend,” he said. “It’s nothing. A ficelle. ‘Marion pleure, Marion crie; Marion veut qu’on la marie,’ as Voltaire wittily said.” He broke off into a fit of coughing. “I don’t believe he knows it at all,” Jane whispered to Warren. “Not Voltaire—” began Martha. “Ssh,” said Warren. “Titus,” commenced Miles, “the new Emperor of Rome, loves Queen Bérénice of Judaea.” “What you would call today a puppet queen,” interjected the vicomte, smoothing his long bob. “Titus,” said Miles, “has conquered Jerusalem.” “The Arch of Titus,” whispered Dolly, to Harold Huber. “Quiet!” implored Warren. “Titus,” Miles resumed at a brisker pace, “has brought the vassal queen to Rome, where he conceives the notion of marrying her. His father—” “Vespasian,” announced Martha. “Damn it, Martha,” exclaimed Miles. “Stop helping me. Tell the story yourself.” He folded his arms and scowled. “Shall I?” Martha appealed to the company, as Miles remained stubbornly silent, his narrow lips set. “Go ahead, Martha,” said Jane. “All right, then,” said Martha. “When the play opens, it’s Titus’s wedding day. His father, Vespasian, has died, just a few days before, I think, and Titus is now Caesar. In her apartments, Bérénice is waiting to be married. She doesn’t realize (dramatic irony) that Titus has decided to renounce her, because Roman law and custom forbid Caesar to marry a queen and a foreigner.” “Why?” said Harriet Huber. “Prejudice,” said the vicomte, looking at them over a large pair of glasses, which he had produced from his pocket. “It is the same as with us in France. Ever since they threw their own kings out, the Romans détestaient les rois.” “The Senate,” resumed Martha, “has reminded Titus of his duty and he comes to tell Bérénice that he’s going to send her back to Judaea—unwillingly.” The vicomte looked up from the text. “But Bérénice is naughty,” he supplied. “She takes it in a bad spirit—not nobly—protests that he is tired of her and threatens to kill herself. Eh bien, Titus, who loves her still, becomes a bad boy too and threatens to kill himself. When the lovely Bérénice hears this, she knows that he loves her and rises to her full height.” The vicomte sat up in his chair, threw his chest out and held himself at attention. “She renounces Titus, of her own volition, and sets sail for Judaea, promising not to die. Titus stays in Rome and takes up his job as Emperor.”


  “And that’s all?” said Harriet Huber, curiously. “That’s all,” said the vicomte, settling back in his chair with a somewhat triumphant expression. “You forgot Antiochus,” prompted Martha. “Ah yes,” said the vicomte. “The king of Comagena. It is the part I will take. Another Oriental, like Bérénice. Another barbarian. He is Titus’s rival. He loves Bérénice and hopes to get her, what do you say, on the rebound. But in the end he too renounces. He gives up his crafty design and becomes like a Roman.” There was a silence. Dolly frowned. “It’s rather like an Austen novel, isn’t it?” she timidly observed. “All the characters become educated; they grow up and buckle down to their duties, like Emma marrying Mr. Knightley.” She screwed up her brows. “It sounds awfully uncomfortable,” she added, with a little shiver. “But naturally,” said the vicomte. “The characters have growing pains. That is what tragedy is.”


  “Let me ask you a question,” said Warren, who had been waiting dutifully for an opening in the conversation. “Why doesn’t Titus give up the job of Emperor and just marry Bérénice and live like a plain citizen?” “Like the Duke of Windsor,” exclaimed Harriet. “I knew it reminded me of something. ‘The woman I love.’ ” She laughed a little and looked at her husband. But Jane, who seemed out of sorts for some reason this evening, turned impatiently on Warren. “Oh, Warren,” she said, “you know the answer to that. It’s right there in the play.” “I forget,” confessed Warren.


  Miles opened the book. “Act V, Scene 6,” he noted, and began to declaim, addressing himself to Dolly:


  “Oui, madame, et je dois moins encore vous dire


  Que je suis prêt pour vous abandonner l’empire,


  De vous suivre, et d’aller, trop content de mes fers,


  Soupir avec vous au bout de l’univers.”


  “Isn’t that just like the Duke of Windsor?” cried Harriet. “ ‘To sigh with you at the ends of the earth’? Wasn’t there something like that in that record he made?” She hunted in her text. “Je suis prêt pour vous abandonner l’empire . . . ?” She turned a questioning glance on her husband. “Probably the Duke of Windsor copied it out of Racine,” declared Jane, rounding her eyes and dropping her jaw. “Hardly,” said Miles, with a curt, silencing nod in her direction. He continued, his green eyes fixed on Dolly:


  “Vous même rougiriez de ma lâche conduite


  Vous verriez à regret marcher à votre suite


  Un indigne empereur sans empire, sans cour,


  Vil spectacle aux humains de la faiblesse de l’amour.”


  Dolly colored, as if in character, under Miles’s stare. “There, you see, Warren,” said Jane. “Think of poor Titus giving up his empire, trailing around after her, and with all those trunks. . . .” “What trunks, darling?” Warren turned to her anxiously. “I don’t get your point.” “Why, the Duchess of Windsor’s, of course,” retorted Jane. “Everybody knows about her traveling with seventy trunks of dresses. In Titus’s day, probably, in Palestine, it would have been on camels.” Harold Huber guffawed. “But Jane is quite right,” interposed the vicomte, with an air of virtuous reproof. “That is what Titus would have become if he had married the queen for love—a flunkey.” “ ‘Un indigne empereur . . . vil spectacle aux humains de la faiblesse de l’amour,’ ” quoted Miles again in a sonorous voice; his French was extremely fluent, but he spoke with a rolling accent that made it sound like an Irish brogue. The vicomte and Martha smiled. “But is love a weakness?” cried Warren in alarm. “Does anybody here think love is a weakness?” “In a king, certainly,” said the vicomte, folding his hands. “Do you agree with that, Miles?” Warren turned to his friend. “Not only in a king,” he said finally, in his drawling voice. “In any man, I would say. Love is for boys and women.” Martha’s fair brows made two skeptical arcs, but she said nothing. Warren looked hopefully around the circle, but nobody rose to love’s defense. “What about Plato?” he said to Miles, in a tone of diffident reminder. “That isn’t what Plato says.” “Plato meant something different,” Miles replied brusquely. “The concept you’re thinking of—romantic love—was unknown to him.” “That’s not what I got out of him,” protested Warren. “If that isn’t romantic love in the Symposium, what is it?” he said. “Transcendence. Idealization,” said Martha. “Plato despairs of love, mortal love, as we understand it.” Miles tapped his foot in its fancy shoe. “Oh, excuse me,” she said, demurely. “I interrupted again.” “I agree with Miles,” Jane suddenly proclaimed. “In a man, love is a weakness.” Warren jumped up from the hassock. He was quivering all over. “You don’t mean that,” he said incredulously. “Oh yes,” said Jane. “Well, all I can say—” he began, and then words failed him. “I could eat that rug,” he finally announced, pointing to a cotton string rug of a tattletale gray shade that lay in front of the fireplace. Dolly’s humorous eyebrows lifted inquiringly as she examined the rug and then Warren. “Not really?” she murmured. “Really!” replied Warren fiercely, clenching and unclenching his jaws as if he were about to bite into it. “Calm down, dearie,” said Jane. “Why not get on with the play?” suggested Harold Huber. “Let’s postpone the arguments of counsel till after the case has been presented.”


  


  The play-reading proceeded. Warren, choking back his emotions, acted as monitor. He and Jane—he explained to the newcomers, with a bitter glance at his mate—had read aloud so many times, both to each other and in groups, that they had worked out a set of rules for it. Nobody was to interrupt the reading during an act; at the end of each act, questions of translation could be asked. Questions of interpretation were to be deferred until the whole play had been read, and no side remarks were tolerated. Laughing was strictly forbidden except in the case of a comedy. Drinks were served after the reading. As he enunciated these rules, hollow laughter echoed in the chambers of his heart. He felt like that French schoolmaster giving the Last Class in conquered Alsace-Lorraine. His marriage was over, probably, after tonight, now that Jane had let him know how she really felt about things. He loved her, and she considered it a weakness. To go on after that would be hypocrisy.


  Rules, he said to himself wanly. He and Jane made them together, and then she broke them. It was just like these play-readings, where he, poor simp, tried to keep order and everybody laughed at him. And the regulations they had made—except the one about drinking—were harder on him than anybody. When an interesting point came up, he could hardly hold himself in; waiting till the end for a discussion was agony, especially since by the time they had finished, nobody else ever seemed to remember the passage he had in mind. But it was not fair to the author, he and Jane had agreed, to pick a play to pieces before it had had a chance to say its whole say.


  Yet she was always one of the worst offenders, giggling and interrupting and popping her eyes or making trips to the kitchen during the most significant parts. Every time they read aloud, he constantly had to remind her that the play or the poem had the floor. But tonight, as he slowly became aware, she was more subdued than usual, as if she knew what she had done to him and the reckoning that lay ahead for both of them, after the others had gone. She did not poke him when Miles gave a funny reading or when Martha overacted her part. She sat listening, thoughtfully, her chin sunk in her hand. Her mind, he could suddenly tell, was a million miles away from him, though he could feel the comfortable warmth of her big vital body next to him, on the hassock. She had no idea how she had wounded him, evidently, and, soothed by her physical presence, he gradually let himself relent toward her, even though he knew that this was the worst crime one human could commit against another: not to take their words seriously. When she turned and smiled at him, vaguely, during the first intermission, he smiled back and wiggled his ears slightly, feeling like Judas Iscariot.


  


  He turned his attention to the play. He had hoped he would like it better in French than he had when the two of them had read it in English, but instead it let him down even more. Unlike Jane, he was not musical, and that, he guessed, was the trouble: the jingling alexandrines sounded monotonous to him, even when Paul was reading. He liked Dolly best; her accent was neat and pretty, though she did not put much expression into her lines. Martha and the vicomte were frowning over their text when Dolly came to the big scene of despair and jealousy in the fourth act, where she was supposed to be waiting for Titus in a state of extreme disorder. Martha, as her waiting woman, read her own lines with unnecessary urgency, as if she were trying to push Dolly into the proper mood:


  “Mais voulez-vous parâitre en ce désordre extrême?


  Remettez vous, madame, et rentrez en vous-même.


  Laissez-moi relever ces voiles dédachés,


  Et ces cheveux épars dont vos yeux sont cachés.


  Souffrez que de vos pleurs je répare l’outrage.”


  This sounded very comical, in Martha’s quick, passionate voice, while Dolly sat there, cool as a cucumber, not a silvery blond hair out of place. Even Miles looked up and chuckled when Dolly replied, in her circumspect tinkling bell-tones: “Laisse, laisse, Phénice; il verra son ouvrage.” Warren had to call twice for silence before Dolly could go on with her part. She was at her best, Warren thought, in the final passage, when she turned to the vicomte, with imperturbable dignity, like the senior prefect in her boarding school:


  “Sur Titus et sur moi, réglez votre conduite.


  Je l’aime, je le fuis; Titus m’aime; il me quitte.


  Portez loin de mes yeux vos soupirs et vos fers.


  Adieu. Servons tous trois d’exemple à l’univers.”


  It was a pretty poor example they were going to set the universe, in Warren’s opinion, but at least Dolly gave him the idea that a person could feel that way.


  Unfortunately, he missed the first part of the discussion, because he was busy fixing drinks for everybody. Even Jane wanted one, to his surprise; she asked for a bourbon and fizzy, and drank it straight down when he brought it. “I was thirsty,” she said. All the dinner guests were thirsty, it turned out; there had been a mite too much salt in the roast. Dolly took a glass of port, and the vicomte joined her. “I thought you didn’t drink,” exclaimed Martha, tactlessly, for the vicomte often drank, in moderation, since his reform. The Hubers and Martha had Scotch; Miles had a big drink of bourbon, to wet his whistle, as he called it. Warren himself had a glass of plain fizzy, when he finally joined the circle. Martha and Miles, on good terms again, were talking about the influence of Port Royal on Racine, and the Hubers seemed rather out of it. They had had the smallest parts—Titus’s and Antiochus’s confidants—and people always forgot that they were not intellectuals. Warren brought the subject back to the play, which they could all share.


  “How terribly Protestant it is,” said Dolly, making a little face. “But naturally,” said the vicomte. “Port Royal was Jansenist. That is a Protestant heresy. Racine had it in his bones.” “Why do you say ‘Protestant,’ Miss Lamb?” demanded Harriet Huber. “What’s the difference, Miss Lamb?” Martha answered for her, taking a long drink. “Setting a good example. Renunciation. Training the will. Scruples.” “But don’t the Catholics have those?” Harriet asked the vicomte. “We are not puritans,” said the vicomte, sipping his port. “Miles,” said Martha suddenly, “how would you distinguish between the Corneillean will and the Racinian will? There’re the same conflicts, in Corneille, between passion and duty, between the state and the family, between the family and the single person. Yet you couldn’t say that Corneille was Protestant. . . .” Warren’s head kept turning eagerly, back and forth, from face to face; it made him feel as if he were watching a tennis match. “Well,” said Miles, cautiously, “in Corneille, I would say there was more feeling for power. It’s an imperial will, in Corneille, swelling out to world-domination. He wrote a Bérénice too, you know.” “Maybe we ought to read that next,” proffered Warren conscientiously. “To get both sides—” “A Renaissance will,” broke in Martha. “The difference between setting an example, like Titus and Bérénice, and dominating through your will, like the people in Cinna or the Cid. ‘Je suis maître de moi comme de l’univers. Je suis, je veux l’être.’ Do you remember that, Dolly, from college?” “I hated it,” said Dolly, with feeling. “It’s more Faustian in Corneille, wouldn’t you say, Miles?” persisted Martha. “And isn’t there something else? In Racine the conflict of passions is more internalized, within the soul of the character—his famous ‘psychological realism.’ The soul, in Racine, is an arena, full of sinuous savage beasts leaping at the whip.” “Good Heavens,” said Harriet Huber. “ ‘Vénus toute entière à sa proie attachée,’ ” quoted Miles. “If you remember your Phèdre. The beast within. A thoroughly Protestant vision, I agree, Miss Lamb.” Dolly colored. “Love, in Racine,” pursued Martha, with a significant glance at Dolly, as if reminding her of some earlier conversation, “love is seen as a sort of diabolical possession—witchcraft. Poor Phèdre. Racine made her a great heroine by giving her a bad conscience. It’s more sensual that way too. She hates herself and this passion that fastens itself on her, like a bird of prey.”


  “Let’s get back to Bérénice for a minute,” urged Warren. “I’d like to hear what the rest of you think about the philosophy in there.” “ ‘Philosophy’?” questioned the vicomte. “There is no philosophy in Bérénice.” “Warren means a philosophy of life,” said Martha. “Isn’t it the same thing?” protested Warren. “No,” said Miles. “Gee, I’d like to discuss that with you,” said Warren. “Later, my boy,” said Miles. “Let’s stick to the subject.” “Well, but . . .” said Warren, hesitantly. He wanted to point out that no discussion could be worth anything if you did not go back and define your principles, but he could see the impatience in both Miles’s and Martha’s faces. He conquered his disappointment. “What I want to know,” he began, “is whether this play makes you as mad as it does me. It makes me want to eat nails.” “Why, Warren?” said Martha gently. “The way I see it,” said Warren, “that Titus is a prig and a hypocrite. He was no gentleman, if you’ll pardon my French.” “Why?” said Dolly. “He was engaged to Bérénice, darn it,” cried Warren, “and then he broke his promise to her, just for reasons of state. I call that pretty cheap. He owed it to her to marry her, when he’d been engaged to her for five years.” “And she wasn’t getting any younger,” said Martha, with a laugh.


  “But his father died, dearie,” said Jane. “When he got to be Caesar, he couldn’t marry her, because of that old law.” “He should have thought of that before he got engaged to her,” Warren said hotly. “He knew the law and he knew his father was going to die some time. And it strikes me,” he continued, emboldened, when nobody answered, “it strikes me Racine was pretty much of a faker not to have made that point in the play. If Shakespeare wrote that play, he darn well would have showed what a son of a bitch Titus really was.” Miles looked at Martha, who looked at Dolly. Warren could tell from their expressions that they thought he had made a point. “You’re right in a way, of course,” said Martha finally. “Don’t you think so, Miles? In a play by Shakespeare, Titus might have been shown up a little, like Prince Hal. It’s the same plot, really, when you think about it. A playboy prince and his boon companions. The education of a king. When the prince’s father dies, the prince, rather priggishly, sends his companions away. The rejection of Falstaff isn’t too different from the rejection of Bérénice, only in Racine it’s called renunciation. Probably Shakespeare,” she went on, with an apologetic smile at the vicomte, “is truer to the way things happen. One never knows, in real life, exactly how much self-interest or surfeit there is in these great renunciations.”


  “That’s all old stuff,” said Jane. “People don’t renounce any more, unless they’re compulsive or something.” “There was Kierkegaard,” said Warren. “I gave up my singing career for Harold,” observed Harriet. “Probably you wanted to anyway,” said Jane, candidly. “I mean, would you have given up Harold for your singing? I’ll bet Prince Hal was bored stiff with Falstaff. He sounds just like some of the people around here. And I’ll bet Titus, underneath, was anti-Semitic. It says right here in the play that he doesn’t want to get mixed up with Bérénice’s Jewish relations.” Laughter shook the room. “Jane’s right,” said Warren, stoutly. “Act II, Scene 2. Shall I read it?” “We remember,” said Harold Huber. “Those two queens, wasn’t it, of Bérénice’s blood, who married a slave or something?” Warren nodded. “But that isn’t anti-Semitism, Mr. Coe,” protested Dolly. “Something pretty darn close to it,” said Warren. “It shows what kind of a guy Titus was that he’d listen to an argument like that.”


  


  Miles sighed. “Racine wasn’t interested in character,” he said. “You have to get that through your noodle. You can’t judge him the way you do Shakespeare. Shakespeare was interested in politics and political types, which means he was interested in motive—the thing that makes people move, the way they do, in society. Underneath, of course, you’ll find the archaic patterns. The death of the father alters the Oedipal constellation; the son, so to speak, intromits the father, swallows him, and assumes his primordial role. That’s what we see happening underneath the surface of both these plays—the Henry IV sequence and Bérénice. The renunciation of Bérénice may involve a belated rejection of the mother, the feminine component, in Titus; you see the same thing with Falstaff, whose relation with Prince Hal was suspiciously homosexual.” Jane adjusted an earring. “That’s what I always told you,” she said to Warren, who nodded sadly.


  “What about the death of the mother, Miles?” inquired Harold Huber. “That doesn’t have the same importance,” said Miles. “Not for the normal man, in his prime. The normal man outlives the mother while she’s still hale and hearty. It’s only in pathological instances that you find a son coming into manhood, finally, when the mother passes on.” Jane sat picking at a spot on her skirt. For some reason, she kept staring at Miles’s shoes, which were black and very shiny looking, cut almost like a pair of slippers. “Still, Miles,” she said casually, “in our culture you’ll find a lot of fuss about the death of the mother. Or do you think that’s all commercialized, like Mother’s Day and Christmas?” “Purely ritualistic,” said Miles. “Contrary to popular opinion, the mother doesn’t count in the American scene. I used to see it in my practice. She lives too damn long. Of course, there’s a certain amount of guilt among the descendants when they eventually get rid of the old girl. Half racial memory; half social uneasiness. They think they’re expected to feel something.”


  There was a silence. If Warren was a fair sample, they were all thinking about Harriet, who was three times a grandmother and devoted to her two sons. “An angel just passed over,” she said brightly. “The angel of death,” said the vicomte, crossing himself. Harriet turned to him. “I was just reading an article,” she said. “By a Protestant minister. About how people are going back to religion. I never felt the need of it myself, but perhaps that shows I’m a back number.” “Like all of us,” said Martha, sharply. “None of us, except the vicomte, are religious.” “But what about church attendance figures?” ventured Harriet. “Aren’t modern people supposed to be feeling a lack in their lives that they need religion to fill?” Martha shrugged. “An advertising gambit,” she said. “First you convince people they lack something and then you sell them a product to remedy it. People ‘need’ religion to ‘deepen their awareness’ or give them ‘tragic irony’—the way I ‘need’ a facial cream to make my life more glamorous.” Warren felt a little embarrassed, on account of Paul; if Martha were completely sober, she would not have flared up like that. “But if there is a lack, Martha?” said Dolly. “Then it ought not to be filled,” said Martha. “If it’s a real lack, it’s a necessary hollow in life that can’t be stuffed up, like a chicken. Insufficiency. Shortcoming. I don’t need God as a measure to feel that. Do you, Dolly?” “God, no!” said Dolly.


  “But you two are superior people,” said Jane thoughtfully. “Take the average person; take Mrs. Silvia, my cleaning woman—” “I refuse that,” said Martha. “I am an average person.” Everybody laughed at the haughty air with which Martha said this. “Oh, come on, Martha,” said Jane, yawning and rearranging her hair. “We all know we’re superior to the ordinary person, mentally, anyway, and we all live more interesting lives. We don’t need religion; we’ve got books and pictures and music. We don’t have to go to church for spiritual stimulation. It’s just like in Rome; Christianity was a slave religion. A person like Titus was above it, the way he was above marrying Bérénice, because he was the Emperor. Love’s a form of slavery too; an Emperor couldn’t be a slave to love—that’s what the play is saying.” “But what about his promise?” squealed Warren, anxious to get the conversation back on the main track. “Do you think some people are superior to promises?” “Oh, Warren,” said Jane. “Promises in love don’t mean anything. Look at all the people who get divorced.” She clapped her hand over her mouth. Warren felt about the size of a pin. But Dolly rescued the situation. “It seems to me,” she remarked, “that there isn’t any ‘ought’ or ‘ought not’ at issue in the play. It’s really taken for granted what Titus ought to do. The interest is in whether he can do it.” The vicomte nodded. “Quite right,” he said. “It is not a modern problem play. The standards are there, for Titus and Bérénice; no one in the play doubts them. The question is whether the characters can rise to conformity with them.”


  “Conformity!” Warren hopped on the word, which was the one he had been seeking all along, he joyously realized. “You’ve put your finger on it, Paul,” he announced excitedly, waving his hand for silence. “That’s what I hate in this play. It’s all about conformity. The characters are a bunch of conformists. Bérénice, for about two minutes, is a rebel, and then she throws in the sponge and conforms like the rest of them.” “But that is tragedy, my dear fellow,” said the vicomte. “The principal figure learns to be sage.” “Not for me, it isn’t,” said Warren. “Oh yes,” said the vicomte. “The old Oedipus, for example, has learned to be wise.” “To me, that’s just horror,” exclaimed Warren. “Oh no, it isn’t,” said Harriet. Everybody, suddenly, began talking all at once, the way they always did when a discussion got promising. Warren could hardly hear himself think. “Life is horrible,” said Harold Huber, dryly. “Oh no, it isn’t,” cried Dolly. “It’s beautiful!”


  “Oh, I know life is horrible,” Warren interrupted, with a happy smile. “I learned to accept that long ago. Everybody’s a bastard, including me and Jane. But that doesn’t stop me from being mad as all hell about it.” Every eye turned on him in bewilderment. “Excuse me, Warren,” said Harold, “but I don’t get you. What’s the argument? If you’ve learned to accept the facts of life, what’s eating you about Racine?” Warren looked miserably about him; nobody understood him, not even Jane. He caught Martha’s eye imploringly. “I see what he’s getting at,” said Martha, after a moment’s thought. “What Warren misses in Racine is the bitterness. Isn’t that it? In the Greeks you get bitterness and you get it again in Shakespeare. There’s acceptance without resignation—a kind of defiance, in the end, like Othello’s last speech: ‘I have done the state some service and they know’t.’ There’s none of that in Racine—none that I remember. The characters are too subservient to official morality, serviables, like courtiers.” Warren bobbed his head up and down, exultantly, in dumb show, while she was talking; this, he presumed, was what he had meant to convey. Pleased with herself, manifestly, Martha smoothed back a vagrant lock of hair and sank back into her chair with a sigh. They had finished with Bérénice.


  


  The conversation broke up into dialogues. Miles went to make himself a drink and brought Martha one. He sat down beside her. “That was fast work,” he commented, mopping his brow. Martha smiled at the tribute; her face wore its mischievous look. “Still,” Miles went on, in a low voice, “between you and me, what is it they accept, d’you think, in the Greeks and Shakespeare? Not a social code of morality or manners, as the Frenchies understood it.” Warren took a seat on the floor near them. “They accepted the way things are,” said Martha. “Inevitability. The way things happen, regularly. The laws of geometry of the universe.” “I’ll buy that,” said Miles. “There’s one big exception,” he added. “I know,” said Martha. “Hamlet.” “You think so too?” inquired Miles with a genial start. He was always surprised, Warren had noticed, when anybody had the same thought he had. “In Hamlet,” Miles continued, “everything has gone screwy. No more laws. No more regularity. A ghost is masterminding the action, and nobody’s sure whether he comes from the good place or the bad place. In Hamlet—Martha, you’ll appreciate this—ambiguity raises its ugly head. Is Gertrude’s marriage unnatural or isn’t it? Is Claudius a villain or just the fall guy? Is Hamlet crazy? That question never gets settled. You can read it that he is crazy, like a lot of loonies that pretend to be mad, thinking that they’re fooling their keepers. Or you can read it the other way. Hamlet himself isn’t sure whether he’s crazy or not. He keeps pinching himself, like a person trying to find out whether he’s dreaming. That’s the famous doubt.” Martha smiled. “I agree,” she murmured. “But doesn’t that open the question of whether Hamlet is really a tragedy? Or a pathetic case history, which is what some actors make it seem?” “Ummm,” said Miles. “Jones’s interpretation—too narrowly psychoanalytic. Those categories are all right for the groundlings, but I don’t find them too helpful in my own thinking nowadays. If Hamlet’s just a neurotic, the problem loses interest. For me, Hamlet initiates the crisis in epistemology. If it’s clinical, it’s a case history in the annals of philosophy. A hero questions, for the first time, the whole apparatus of cognition. He sees differently from the ‘normal’ people in the play, from his mother and old Polonius and Uncle Claudius and Ophelia. Is his vision distorted by the ghost’s revelations? Should he trust the ghost or mock him? And this doubt is involved with the whole epistemological puzzle, with how do you know what you know.” “Exactly,” cried Martha. “The mistrust first of our senses and then of our moral perceptions. That was what I was working on, for my doctorate, the history of that. The two mistrusts are related, as Kant saw when he tried to reorganize the whole subject: how much do we know and how?” “I always said you had a head for philosophy,” observed Miles, blowing his nose.


  “The same thing in ethics,” pursued Martha. “Raskolnikov’s question: if there is no God, how do I know that I shouldn’t murder a useless old woman? Raskolnikov’s question was Kant’s question.” “Why shouldn’t Raskolnikov?” burst in Warren. “I’ve often thought about that. Jane and I read it two years ago, and it seemed to us that Dostoevski stacked the cards at the end there. He never gives you a reason why Raskolnikov should feel sorry at the end. Raskolnikov was right, according to his lights. I wouldn’t want to murder an old woman myself, but that’s probably because of the way I was brought up—my conditioning. Logically, there’s no reason.” “Logic doesn’t answer those questions,” murmured Martha, with a side glance at Miles. “You have to start with a datum. Put the question the other way round. ‘I wouldn’t want to murder an old woman; what are my reasons?’ You’ll get further that way.” Warren rubbed his head in perplexity. “But gee,” he said, “that’s a pretty big assumption you make there. I mean, why should I assume that my own private preferences hold good for the rest of us humans? I don’t want to murder old women, but some other fellow might be made differently. It seems to me you’ve got to consider that. You’ve got to give that fellow a reason. Don’t you think so, Miles?” Miles looked down into his pleading eyes. “The electric chair,” he said. “That’s the reason we give him.” Warren felt deeply hurt; Miles was only playing with him. “But you can’t do that,” he protested. “You have to show him why you’re giving him the electric chair.” “He’s right, in a way, Miles,” intervened Martha. “You have to make universals. ‘Behave so that thy maxim could be a universal law.’ I agree with Kant.” Miles frowned. “Kant’s effort failed—too mechanically monistic. Listen, Warren,” he said thickly. “For you, it’s an academic question. If you don’t want to murder old women, let it go at that. Don’t worry about the other fellow. Live selfishly.”


  A snort of laughter broke from him. Martha smiled too. Warren could see that she disagreed with Miles, but instead of arguing with him, she changed the subject. “He’s like Shaw,” she said to Miles, with a teasing look down at Warren. “A doubt-spreader. He wants to marshal the logical reasons for every conceivable villainy, even though he himself wouldn’t hurt a fly or touch a cup of coffee. That’s why poor Shaw couldn’t write a tragedy even when he tried. The tragic action turned into a discussion group, with everybody putting forward his point of view, for debate. Just like you,” she said to Warren, who was snuggled at their feet.


  


  “But isn’t that what the Greeks thought, Martha?” objected Warren, sitting up. “We saw the Antigone this summer at the Arena Theater and, golly, it seemed to me, that all the characters were in the right there. Just like Saint Joan or Don Juan in Hell—we have that on records. I mean, everybody has his point of view. Creon is right, the way he looks at it, wanting to uphold the law, and Antigone is right, the way she looks at it, wanting to bury her brother. It’s awfully interesting if you compare that with Saint Joan, where Joan is right in her way, and the Archbishop, Cauchois, is right in his. If you compare the texts, you’ll see what I mean.” A happy thought struck him. He jumped up. “Let me just run out to the studio and get them, and I can show you.” “Sit down. We can remember,” Miles said curtly. “It’ll only take a minute,” pleaded Warren. “No,” said Miles, looking at the watch on his freckled wrist. Warren complied. He knew Miles’s irascible humors and he was afraid that if he disobeyed him, Miles would be gone when he returned. “Tell me the difference, then,” he said, scrambling back to his place on the floor, by their side.


  “You tell him, Miles,” said Martha. “After you,” said Miles, with a courtly bow from the waist. “No, please, you do it,” cried Martha. “Well,” commenced Miles, “in Shaw, it’s a matter of logical demonstration. Each character ‘proves’ the validity of his position, sometimes by paradox, like Candida’s father. In Sophocles, it’s different,” he broke off, rather irascibly. “For God’s sake, Warren, get me a drink.” Warren could hear them conferring as he fixed them both drinks. His conscience troubled him a little, for he felt they had both had plenty, but he knew they would go on talking as long as he supplied them with liquor. “In Sophocles, Warren,” said Martha, when he came back, “the characters don’t set up a debate. They act. And it’s shown that action itself is ambivalent. An action like Antigone’s can be both right and wrong simultaneously—not right from her point of view and wrong from Creon’s but right and wrong absolutely, in the chain of consequences it sets off. Her brother gets buried, as piety demands, but her lover, Haemon, kills himself, as the result of her deed and its punishment. You can see it better with Orestes. Orestes’s action in killing his mother, Clytemnestra, was both right and wrong—enjoined on him by the gods and yet accursed. He had to purge the action of its wrong aspect by penance and madness before reconciliation could take place, and the Erinyes become the Eumenides. Did it ever strike you,” she interrupted herself, turning to Miles, “that Hamlet is Orestes in reverse? Hamlet pays for his murder by suffering and madness ahead of time, while Orestes kills his mother on credit and has to pay the bill in the sequel. In Hamlet, by the time Gertrude drinks the poisoned cup, all passion has been spent.” Miles laughed. “I always thought of Hamlet as an early bohemian,” he said. “A student, frequenter of actors, constantly philosophizing and living off his uncle. That’s why the poor devil couldn’t make anything happen, till the end, when he balled everything up and killed the wrong people.”


  Martha giggled. Warren had seldom heard such an interesting discussion, but he wished they would stay on the subject, instead of making fun of it. “What did you mean,” he said, hitching himself closer to Martha, “about Antigone being right and wrong at the same time? You mean she shouldn’t have buried her brother if some innocent third party was going to suffer for it?” Martha shook her head, rather crossly; all at once, she looked dead tired. “No,” she said. “She had to bury her brother. There’s no should or shouldn’t. Or right or wrong, in the modern sense. There’s only the tragic perspective: the eye of eternity or the Greek measure of limit, which everybody oversteps, by a sort of fatality. Nobody can stay in the right—I mean in real life—that’s the terrible thing, Warren. If you think you’re in the right for more than a few seconds, you’ll find that you’re in the wrong. Nobody can have a permanent claim on being the injured party; it seems horribly unfair, but there it is. As soon as you feel injured and begin to cry for justice, you discover that your position has gotten undermined; the ground has shifted beneath you, in a slow sort of landslide, and you find yourself cut off.”


  “You mean you become unpopular—you’re talking about martyrs? We see a lot of that in the law courts,” said Harold Huber, easily. For some time, everybody had been listening to the conversation; Martha’s tone had become rather dramatic and personal. From Jane’s saucer eyes and Dolly’s worried frown, Warren could see that everybody must be drawing the same inference he was: that she was alluding to herself and Miles. “Unpopular—that too,” said Martha. “Though that isn’t what I meant. But it’s the same thing. You can joy in unpopularity, and that becomes evil too, very quickly. It’s another form of righteousness, of that fatal feeling that you’re triumphantly in the right.” “I get that fatal fe-e-ling,” sang Harriet Huber.


  


  Just then, the telephone rang—two longs and a short. Alarm crossed every face; it was so late, after midnight. Warren moved to answer it, but Jane, swift as an eagle, in her black shawl and black skirt, darted across the room and pounced on the phone before he could get to it. “Who? Who?” she said, warding him off with her elbow when he tried to listen too. He was sure it must be bad news of some sort, but then her tall figure relaxed a little, and she motioned to Martha. “It’s John,” she announced. The others tried to make conversation while Martha talked, but Jane stood beside her, with a face of unabashed curiosity, taking in every word. “No, I’m not,” Warren could not help hearing Martha protest. “Not very, anyway. Do I sound funny? . . . Of course not. Dolly’s here. . . . All right, all right. Good-bye, darling.” “He says I sound tight,” she remarked, ruefully, to Jane. “Where is he?” Jane demanded. “In Boston.” “In Boston?” Jane stared. “You mean he’s spending the night?” “Curiosity killed the cat, Jane,” observed Harriet. “No, no; he’s just leaving,” said Martha. “He’s at an all-night garage. He had to have the car fixed.”


  Jane seemed strangely concerned. “Why, he’ll never get back tonight,” she prophesied. “In all this storm. He should have started sooner.” “It’s only three hours,” said Martha. “Four, in this weather,” said Jane, dourly shaking her locks. “I’ll bet he stops for the night at one of those little road-places and doesn’t get home till noon tomorrow. He’ll be so exhausted he’ll oversleep.” Martha laughed. “You don’t know John,” she said. “He’ll be here, a little after three.” But Jane continued to take a gloomy view. “He’ll probably have an accident,” she said. “Hurrying. On these slippery roads.” “Jane!” said Warren sharply. She had always had a tendency to pry, which he accepted in her, because she was a woman, but now the thought crossed his mind that she might be a little demented. If so, it was his fault; he was too absorbed in his work and left her with nothing to think about but other people’s doings. “Calamity Jane,” chuckled Harold. “Why don’t you let Martha do the worrying? He’s probably had a date with a blonde.” Jane recovered herself; she shook her big body like a collie dog. “Martha’s a blonde,” she pointed out, in her practical way. “A brunette, then,” emended Harold.


  Dolly rose. The good-natured Hubers seemed to bore her. “I’ll take you home,” she said to Martha. Warren’s heart sank. “Oh, stay,” he pleaded, offering her another glass of port. But Dolly was adamant. She was painting from nature, she explained, and had started a picture for which she needed the early morning light. “Oh,” said Warren sadly. He turned to Martha. She could stay a little longer, he argued. It was out of Dolly’s way to take her; Dolly lived just over the dunes and Martha was on the other side of the peninsula. The Hubers would take her, when they returned Paul to the village. And she had not finished her drink yet. “I’ll take her,” said Miles, peremptorily. Martha hesitated, glancing from face to face. “A little longer,” she said nervously. “Are you sure, Martha?” said Dolly, with a keen look into her friend’s brilliant, excited eyes, which veered away from her. “I might as well be hanged for a sheep,” said Martha, settling back in her chair. Warren beamed. “Wonderful!” he said. “Gee, it’s funny you should say that,” he added, after a moment’s consideration. “What?” said Martha. “About a sheep,” confided Warren. “Jane and I are going to get some. She fixed it up today, with the high-school principal. I knew I had something to tell you. Remind me when I get back.” He took the flashlight and led Dolly out; Martha turned back to Miles.


  Nine


  


  AN HOUR and a half later, he was making love to her on the Empire sofa in her parlor. She would not let him carry her into the bedroom, where they could have done their business in comfort. Straining at a gnat and swallowing a camel, as the Good Book said—that was milady Martha. He settled a small sofa pillow firmly under her hips, but the position was still not right. The sofa was too short and narrow and slippery as the devil—covered with some horsehair material that was probably all the rage now. It groaned as his bare knees sought to get a purchase on it, and moreover he was cold. Their little house, which was pretty enough, did not have central heating, and the coal fire, glowing in the grate, cast romantic shadows over the white paneling without giving any real heat. The room temperature, he reckoned, must be about 62°. There were no shades that could be drawn—only some white ruffled curtains of a thin material. He had turned the lights out when he had finally persuaded her to take her clothes off, but the fire illuminated the room so that anybody, looking in the window, could have seen their shadows, playing the beast with two backs, enlarged on the wall.


  Sinnott could not possibly be back for another hour and a quarter. Miles had looked at his watch, to check, before having at her, when he had downed his highball. He could have done without the drink, but Martha, being what she was, had had to go through the pretense of having asked him in for a nightcap, and they had wasted fifteen minutes, making polite conversation, looking over the house and admiring the big old fireplaces and the wide boards of the floors. He had been curious, as a matter of fact, to see how they lived: she was still a good housekeeper, evidently, and the rooms reflected her personality, at once gay and austere; he could see Sinnott’s influence in the number of art books scattered about and in the nice old Victorian sets in the white bookcases. He would have preferred, however, to prowl around on some other occasion, without Martha at his heels, explaining the history of everything. There was nothing here he could identify as belonging to the period of their marriage; the few family things her mother had sent her, old Swedish stuff mostly, had gone up in the fire. Yet he had a queer sense of recognition. Some of the chairs, the wallpapers, the frying pans hanging in the kitchen, the wire lettuce basket, a violet cushion, all looked like old friends to him. She had built her nest again, like a bird, out of the same materials. It agitated him to see this. “You had this before,” he said, almost accusingly, picking up a little bronze Italian figure and turning it over in his hand. “No,” she averred, but when he pressed her, she admitted that she had had one something like it.


  As he stood in the kitchen doorway, watching her make the drinks (he and Helen had a bar in the living room, with a vacuum jug that was kept full of ice cubes), her familiar tussle with the ice tray plucked at the strings of his memory. “Let me do that,” he said, when she started trying to open the soda water. He took the opener and the bottle from her, noting her quick flush of surprise. She was thinking, of course, that he had never helped her before. He followed her back into the parlor, observing the motion of her hips, which pranced a little as she walked, with short, incisive steps, in her high-heeled shoes. Up to that moment, he had not been sure whether he wanted to dally with her or not. But now the old Adam in him sat up and took notice. They were alone, hubby was gone—why not? He stood by the fireplace, pretending to examine a picture. She sat down on the sofa opposite him. There was one of those pregnant silences. He tossed off his highball, wiped his lips, took a quick look at his watch, and started across the room for her.


  She had struggled at first, quite violently, when he flung himself on top of her on the sofa. But he had her pinioned beneath him with the whole weight of his body. She could only twist her head away from him, half-burying it in one of the sofa pillows while he firmly deposited kisses on her neck and hair. Her resistance might have deterred him if he had not been drinking, but the liquor narrowed his purpose. He was much stronger than she was, besides being in good condition, and he did not let her little cries of protest irritate him as they once might have done. The slight impatience he felt with her was only for the time she was wasting. She wanted it, obviously, or she would not have asked him in. The angry squirming of her body, the twisting and turning of her head, filled him with amused tolerance and quickened his excitement as he crushed his member against her reluctant pelvis. He had no intention of raping her, and it injured him a little to feel how she pressed her thighs, which she had managed to cross, tightly together to protect the inner sanctum, when all he wanted, for the moment, was to hold her in his arms.


  Her hair slipped from its pins, and he seized the long tress eagerly in his hands, pressing his mouth into it and inhaling deeply. From the sofa pillow came a muffled cry of disgust; when she turned her head, finally, to mutter “Stop,” he planted kisses on her cheek and ear. Breathing in the fragrance of her hair, nuzzling in her neck, he grew almost worshipful and ceased to hold her securely. Seeing this, she at once scrambled over onto her stomach and lay taut, as if waiting. Encouraged, he sought the zipper on the side of her dress—women’s clothes always bamboozled him—but she took advantage of his preoccupation to struggle up to a sitting position and began to push him away, with her small hands against his chest. She was wearing a high-necked black dress of thin wool; he could see her small, full breasts, like ripe pears, straining against the material, and he bent down to taste them through the wool. But she would not permit this; her hands sprang up, blocking his approach, as he bore her down again. He kissed her white neck and the hollow of her throat, but whenever he tried to reach her mouth, she turned her head away sharply.


  He began to get the idea. The thing was to respect her scruples. She did not seem to mind if he kissed her arms and shoulders; it was her breasts and mouth she was protecting, out of some peculiar pedantry. And yet she was not really frightened. She did not scream or try to hit him or scratch him, as she might have, and he, on his side, did not try to raise her skirt. The struggle was taking place in almost complete silence, as if they were afraid of being overheard. There was only the sound of their breathing and an occasional muffled “Stop” from Martha. They made him think of a pair of wrestlers, heaving and gasping, while taking care to obey the rules. A string of beads she was wearing broke and clattered to the floor. “Sorry,” he muttered as he dove for her left breast.


  He heard Martha laugh faintly as she pushed his head away from her tit. The humor of it was beginning to dawn on her, evidently. She was too ironic a girl not to see that one screw, more or less, could not make much difference, when she had already laid it on the line for him about five hundred times. His hunger for her now, when he was so well fixed up at home, was a compliment, which she ought to accept lightly. That was the trouble with intelligent women; there was always an esprit de sérieux lingering around the premises. They lacked a sense of proportion. But she was commencing to see it from his angle; her struggles were becoming more perfunctory. “You want it, say you want it,” he mumbled in her ear. He was getting exasperated, foreseeing that he would be nervous during the act itself if she did not stop procrastinating.


  She shook her disheveled head and wrenched away from him, but just then he found her back zipper. He tugged, and the steel moved on its tracks; the back of her dress fell open. He could feel her stiffen, as he moved his hand, carefully, under her slip, up and down her spine and over her smooth shoulder blades. He bent down to kiss her there, and she did not try to stop him; her back, apparently, was not covered by the ground rules. She lay almost torpid, and he ventured to try to pull her dress off the shoulders in front. “Don’t,” she cried sharply, as the material started to tear. She sat up in indignation, and his hand slipped in and held her breast cupped. “Take it off,” he urged, speaking of her dress in a thick whisper. “I can’t,” she whispered back, as his other hand stole in and grasped her other breast. They began to argue in whispers. She mentioned Helen, the Coes, New Leeds, but not—and this was curious—her husband. “Please don’t,” she begged, with tears in her eyes, while he squeezed her nipples between his fingertips; they were hard before he touched them; her breath was coming quickly. She had caught his lower lip between her teeth, and there was a drawn look on her face, which meant that she was ready for it. “Stop, Miles, I beg you,” she moaned, with a terrified air of throwing herself on his mercy. “It won’t make any difference,” he promised hoarsely. She shook her head, but as they were arguing, she let him slip her dress off her shoulders. He freed her breasts from her underslip and stared at them hungrily. Martha’s eyes closed and she took a deep breath, like a doomed person. “All right,” she said.


  Glancing at her wrist watch, she got up and took her dress off and put it on a chair while he hastily undressed himself and turned off the lights. But to have allowed this interval was a mistake. Women were funny that way—give them time to think and the heat goes off, downstairs; he had often observed it. Now he found, once he had got well started, with her arms and legs where he wanted them, that she was no longer responding. She had a lot of will power and she had probably figured out, while she was undressing, that she would not “really” be unfaithful to Sinnott if she did not come to climax. Or else she had begun feeling remorseful. She was nice enough about it; she went through all the motions, trying to give him a good time. But he could not really rouse her, and it took the heart out of him. He regretted the whole business before he was halfway through. He detected that she was trying to hurry him, which made him stubborn, though he was colder than a witch’s tit and anxious to get home. Her movements subsided; her limbs became inert. It occurred to him, with a start, that she was actually very drunk, though she had not showed it especially. Compunction smote him; he ought not to have done this, he said to himself tenderly. Tenderness inflamed his member. Clasping her fragile body brusquely to him, he thrust himself into her with short, quick strokes. A gasp of pain came from her, and it was over.


  She got up, staggering a little, and disappeared, with her clothes—into the bathroom, presumably. He dressed himself hurriedly by the fireside and stood, warming his hands, waiting for her to come back. He could not hear a sound, except the gurgling of the fire; in the stillness, the house seemed deserted. Alarm overtook him. He turned on the lamps and at once felt conspicuous, as if in a show window. The room had a sordid, disarrayed look. There were scattered beads everywhere and big bone hairpins; the sofa had skewed around, out of position, and a small rug was caught in the casters. For two bits, he would have gone home, subito, but he was afraid to leave without knowing what had happened to her. It struck him that she might have passed out. He glanced at his watch and at the clock on the mantel, which had stopped, evidently forever, at a quarter of three. He remembered her talk at the Coes’ and he felt as if the eye of eternity were on him, as he paced up and down, irresolutely, smoking a cigarette. When he finished it, he said to himself, he would go and look for her. Suppose he had injured her? Or supposed she had cut her wrists or taken poison, in a fit of self-dramatization? The veins stood out on his forehead. He was tempted, to make himself scarce, while the coast was clear. He stamped out his cigarette, impatiently, and opened his mouth to call “Martha!” in his peremptory baritone. But his vocal cords failed him; he was afraid to make a noise. He waited a little longer.


  Just as he was at his wits’ end, she came back, wearing a pink dressing gown and a pair of slippers, with her hair, combed, down her back. This domestic image made him feel awkward and remorseful, like the sight of his mother in curlers and wrapper, waiting for him on the stairway of their Yonkers house when he had been out roistering with the gang. “Are you all right?” he said, finally, staring into her pale face. Her eyes had turned black, like two big raw prunes, and she looked a little the worse for liquor, though she had put fresh lipstick on. She nodded, smiling faintly. He wanted to assure her, from the bottom of his heart, that what had just occurred would never happen again, but he felt it would sound impolite to say so. “Good-bye, Miles,” said Martha gently. He could not make out whether that was meant to be symbolic or whether she was impatient to get him out of here. He took her hand and kissed her hastily on the forehead. “You’d better clean this up,” he jerked out, with a blunt gesture around the room. Then he turned and beat it. But as he started down the hill to where his car was parked, he stole a look back at the house, and to his relief he could see her through the thin curtains moving about the parlor, busily straightening up.


  


  Miles had not enjoyed it much either, Martha said pensively to herself, as she picked up the beads from the parlor floor. It had been like an exercise in gluttony; they had both grasped for a morsel they did not really want. But she did not feel especially bad for what they had done. Now that it was over, it appeared to have been inevitable. She had thought it all out while she had been lingering in the bathroom, dousing her face in cold water to sober herself up and hoping that he would leave, so that she would not have to talk to him again. She had brought it on herself, she supposed. She ought not to have asked him in, knowing that it was a risk, even as they stood in her doorway. But it had been one of those challenges that she always rose to, like a fish to the bait—the fear of being afraid. And she still did not think that Miles had brought her home with the set purpose of seducing her. It had happened all by itself, invitus, invitam. In the end, he had done it, she reckoned, just because it was obvious; it was a kind of strength in him not to fear banality but to step right up to it like a man at a free-lunch counter.


  She could not deny that she had asked for it, if only by her imprudence. Yet when he had first landed on her, she had felt like laughing. She could not take it seriously. All the while she was struggling, she had been suppressing a smile, at his ridiculous searching for her zipper (he had never been able to find anything), at the blunt simplicity of his onset that took her consent for granted. Her chief worry, at first, had been that he would break the sofa. She had not been alarmed for her virtue, feeling certain that she could free herself once he grasped the sincerity of her objections. She was disgusted with him for slavering over her hair, but since she could not stop him, she resigned herself—that was the way he was, and his enjoyment could not harm her. This inability to feel outrage was of course her undoing. Even when her dress was open, she could not summon wrath sufficient to warrant scratching him or kicking him to keep him from exploring her back. Then, once he had touched her breast, she no longer, so it had seemed to her, had the right to refuse him. It was like that thing in law, where if you let somebody cross your property without hindrance, they finally secure a right of way. A drunken notion of equity had been beating at her mind, even as she pushed and parried—the idea that one more time could not possibly count and that she was being preposterous.


  And she still felt the force of this reasoning, even now, as she methodically filled the ice tray and carried it, spilling, across the kitchen to the icebox. The only thing that shamed her, looking back on the encounter, was the fact that her senses had awakened under Miles’s touch. She would have liked to blot out that part, which was only a minute or two, from her memory. But honesty compelled her to remember, with a half-desirous shudder, that moment when his hand had first squeezed her expectant breast and languorous delight had possessed her, like a voluptuary.


  She made a face and proceeded unsteadily to the bathroom. But as she stood there, brushing her teeth, her sensuality relived those few moments, and she longed for John to come home. Disgusted with herself, she rinsed out her mouth and spat into the basin. Nothing, she thought angrily, could be more immoral than utilizing your husband, whom you loved, to slake the desires kindled by another man, whom you detested. Moreover, her practical side added, she would be very unattractive to him in her present condition, still half-tight, swaying a little, and smelling of stale alcohol. He would be cross with her, anyway, for going to the Coes’ and getting drunk and seeing Miles again. And he would be right; it could not have come out worse if he had predicted it himself.


  Misgivings overtook her. He would be bound to find out that Miles had driven her home. Should she admit that she had asked him in or not? Tomorrow he might notice that there was an inch or so missing from the bottle of Scotch. She took three aspirins and drank two glasses of water, revolving the problem in her mind. She could say Miles had come in for a drink and made a pass at her, which was true enough but hard on Miles; or she could say he had come in for a drink and not made a pass at her, which was kind but hard on John’s credulity. Or she could say that he had left her at the door and blame the missing whiskey, if John noticed it, on the handyman, who was notorious for taking liquor whenever he came into a house. Martha steadied herself on the wash basin and stared at her flushed face in the mirror. She would never have thought that she could entertain such wicked ideas even for a second.


  A shiver ran through her. She had not realized how cold the house was. Poor Miles, she thought, picturing his big white perspiring body, clad only in socks and garters, exposed to the drafts of the parlor. And it would be a miracle if she herself did not get sick from lying naked on the sofa in late October, with only a coal fire going. John would never forgive her if he knew of this piece of heedlessness. If she died, he would be furious and blame it all on the Coes. She smiled fondly, thinking of John’s oddities, and hurried into bed. He liked to assign blame, arbitrarily, in military style. And he would be more annoyed if she caught cold than at any other feature of the seduction. Dear John, she said to herself. He would doubtless find a way of making New Leeds the villain of the whole episode, assuming she were to tell him. But she could not risk telling him, and precisely for that reason. Being intelligent and perceptive, he might forgive her and Miles and even see the absurd logic of it. But he would have to find some target for his stores of blame.


  She sighed, hugging the blankets to her. The best thing would be to say that she had had Miles in for a drink and then gloss over the next part. If he asked whether Miles had made a pass, it would be wisest to say yes, just a little one; if she denied it, he might doubt the whole story. The one thing to fear, aside from her getting a cold (for which he would certainly hold the Coes’ play-reading responsible), was that he would discover that her jet-and-crystal necklace had been broken. He had given it to her, two years ago, for her birthday, and though it could be restrung, he would never feel quite the same about it, like the watch, which was a gift too. John had a peculiar attitude toward fragile, delicate things—among which he included herself. He loved them angrily, foreseeing their destruction, and did not want them to be used, except on the highest occasions. This attitude always vexed Martha. It seemed to her somehow undemocratic. She believed firmly in use. That, in a sense, was what had got her into trouble tonight—with Miles, she could not treat herself as a precious vase to be kept on a top shelf, like their Bohemian glass, which she insisted on using too. And yet look what had happened. Her dress was a wreck—she would have to mend it and iron it the next time John went away; her necklace was broken; she had started lying and deceiving and thinking of implicating the poor handyman. And she would probably have an awful hangover.


  


  She buried her head in the pillow and resolutely went to sleep. When she woke, it was daylight and the place beside her was empty. She came into full consciousness instantly and sprang up in bed, her heart pounding with terror. Her watch said eight o’clock. He should have been home five hours ago. She listened; the house was silent. Not even the pump was running. Flinging off the covers, she vaulted out of bed and sped in her bare feet across the cold floors up to the guest bedroom. There was no one there. A ringing scream came out of her. It smote her with utter certainty that he had somehow come home and seen them there through the window and quietly gone away forever. She tried to reason with herself. After all, she had looked at her watch before Miles turned out the lights, and it had been only a quarter of two. Nobody could have made it from Boston in that time. And she had looked again, at two-twenty, after Miles had left. John must have been killed in an accident.


  But her common sense refused to credit this. The police would have called her. A hideous thought came to her. Perhaps her watch had been wrong. Suppose it had started losing more than its allotted twenty minutes a day? And now that she thought about it, she could not remember setting it ahead yesterday morning, as she usually did, right after breakfast—the day had been upset with John’s leaving early. Another memory jogged her. When Warren came to fetch her last night, she had been surprised: she had not expected him so early. “Oh, my God!” she heard herself cry. Her watch said eight-five now, but it might be much later. The clock in the parlor had stopped last week, when John tried to fix it himself; he could not get the pendulum back right. She stumbled to the telephone. But the operator said: “I am sorree; we are not allowed to give out the time.” She tried the Coes’ number; it was busy. Dolly had no telephone, and she and John had no radio. Outside, it had stopped raining, but the gray sky did not reveal whether it was morning or afternoon. A peculiar inhibition checked her when she thought of calling the Hubers; she did not know them well enough, she considered, to call them and ask them the time. She could call the vicomte and ask the time casually while ordering some liquor. She picked up the phone and set it down again irresolutely, stricken with shyness, like stage fright. She perhaps did not want to hear what time it was, for then she would know the worst for certain.


  The only thing that mattered was to find John and try to explain it all to him. But she did not know how to set about this. Her hand went out again to the telephone, but she shrank from calling the police. If he had been killed in an automobile accident, she did not want to know. The only course that seemed really feasible was to go back to sleep. Numbly, she started to the bedroom. Someone, eventually, would come and find her there, hiding under the covers. She got into bed and closed her eyes but opened them almost at once as another cry escaped her. “I can’t stand it,” she moaned. And indeed it seemed to her that she could not endure another moment of existence. She began to sob aloud, as if from a physical pain.


  Unable to stay in bed, she wandered into the parlor and wanly commenced to rebuild the fire, and as she knelt crouched by the hearth, weeping, she noticed that black and crystal beads were lying in the cracks between the floorboards and that two bone hairpins were in plain sight on the sofa. A strange relief swept through her. What if John had come home and seen this, she said to herself, forgetting that he had already, so she believed, seen everything. She poked out the beads and swept them into the dustpan, marveling at how tight she must have been last night to have presumed that she had cleaned them all up. And yet—as she now noticed for the first time—she did not have a hangover. She remembered reading somewhere that fear did something to your adrenaline and that pilots, during the war, never got hangovers on a flight, no matter how much they had drunk the night before. A wild laugh broke from her. What a price to pay for not having a hangover!


  Just then, down the hill, she thought she heard a car’s motor. But she went back to building the fire, reluctant to look out the window, lest it not be he. In a moment, there was a knocking on the kitchen door. Nearly fainting, Martha went and pulled it open. It was only Jane Coe.


  “Where’s John?” she demanded at once. Martha could not speak. She threw herself, sobbing, onto Jane’s bosom. “Gone,” she finally said. “Gone!” Jane hurried into the bathroom and got a wet washcloth to wash the tears and coal dust off Martha’s face, which gave Martha time to recover herself. In the first instant, she had wanted to confess everything and be comforted, but now caution intervened. “What time is it?” she asked huskily. It was quarter of nine, Jane said. Martha’s heart leapt with incredulous joy. Her own watch said eight-thirty. Therefore, therefore, she said to herself, her fears were groundless: he could not have seen anything. But then it came to her that he must be dead or injured, and though, two minutes before, she would have felt this was the lesser evil, now this new horror struck her with redoubled force. She moaned. “What happened? Did you have a fight? Why aren’t you dressed?” said Jane. “Or didn’t he come home last night?” Martha nodded, speechlessly, and burst into fresh sobs. “What did I tell you?” said Jane. “He probably spent the night in some tourist place, just the way I said.” “No,” retorted Martha. “He would have called me.” Jane looked grave. “Have you called the police?” Martha smiled sadly. “I was afraid to.”


  Jane herself called the police and the hospital in Trowbridge. There was nothing. But they were sending out an alarm, though Martha was not much use there: she could not remember the car’s registration number or the year of the make. All she could say was that it had a New York license plate and was an old black Ford convertible.


  Jane put a pot of coffee on and made Martha dress. Then she told the news she had brought with her: Warren’s mother had died. He was off to New York this morning on the little plane from Digby, and then on to Savannah, taking the afternoon plane. There was only one difficulty: he had no suit. “No suit?” exclaimed Martha, from the bedroom, trying to take an interest. Only his corduroy, it seemed, and that, agreed Martha, fighting down her tears, would not do for a funeral, not in the South, anyway. You must think of others, she said to herself. Jane is thinking of you. And she put her mind on the problem. “Well,” she suggested, coming back into the kitchen, “when he gets to New York, he can take a taxi in from the airfield and pick up something off the rack at Brooks Brothers. The fitter can probably baste the pants up while he waits.” But Jane did not take to this notion. She had had a better idea, it seemed. “What was that?” said Martha, absently. Jane lowered her eyes. “That blue suit of John’s,” she acknowledged. Martha buried her head in her arms on the kitchen table and began to laugh hysterically. “It’s gone,” she gasped. “Isn’t that ironical?” Jane gave her coffee, and she grew a little calmer. “Is that why you came?” she asked at length. Jane nodded. “Oh, dear,” said Martha. “Oh, dear. I’m sorry.”


  


  She reflected. Actually, there was an old suit of John’s in the wardrobe, a dark gray, almost black, which he had never worn up here because it was too formal. The trousers were frayed at the bottom, but that would not matter, for Warren, since they could be turned up. She went to the bedroom and came back with the suit on a hanger. “Will this do?” she asked. Jane could not hide her delight. It was perfect, she declared, examining it as it lay draped over a kitchen chair on its hanger. There would just be the sleeves and trousers to fix. “Take it then,” said Martha, wiping her eyes with a paper napkin. It occurred to her that she was a monster to be lending John’s suit this morning, but she could find no reason not to, except a superstition, and the idea, too horribly practical to contemplate, that he might need it to be buried in himself. The gruesomeness of this interview was making Jane uncomfortable, and it was not Jane’s fault, Martha pointed out to herself, that John had not come home. “Go on, take it,” she said. Jane hesitated. “He’ll be all right, Martha,” she said, with real kindness, patting Martha’s shoulder. “I know,” lied Martha. She took a sip of coffee to show how brave she was going to be. “I ought to come and help you,” she added, uncertainly. This feeling was partly sincere. Jane needed somebody to help her get the suit ready; one person could work on the trousers and one on the sleeves. But she had expressed the wish aloud to show Jane that even in extremis she was capable of disinterestedness. If John were here, he would scold her for this.


  She could not help feeling that Jane was being selfish, as she watched her hurry down the hill with the suit over her arm. It never occurred to Jane, apparently, to offer to go and get Dolly, so that Martha would not be alone. Martha closed her eyes, waiting for Jane to be gone. She knew she was going to scream again, as soon as the station-wagon drove off. When she opened them, she saw their convertible. “JOHN!” she heard Jane yell, and in a second there he was, climbing out of the car, smiling imperturbably as he always did after an absence; the knowledge that he was lovingly awaited made him matter of fact—he looked away, so to speak, from his arrival, as if it were a present he was bringing.


  He had spent the night, he told them, by the side of the road, in the car. The driving had been terrible, and he had been sleepy. He had not called Martha because every place along the road was closed. He had not expected her to be silly and fearful, he added, tipping her chin. If he had known that, he would not have brought her a present—a white rose tree he had found for her at a nursery garden, next to the place where he had had breakfast. Martha studied him. He seemed rather strange and artificial, as he produced the rose tree from the car. If she had not herself had a bad conscience, she would have suspected him of being unfaithful. His story sounded very odd (though like him in a way) and she had good reason to be annoyed for the horrid suspense he had caused her. Yet it was lucky (if he only knew) that he had not come home last night and found the mess in the parlor. Everything, indeed, about his return was fortunate, even the fact that Warren’s mother had died, for they all went off at once, with the suit, to the Coes’ house, where Warren was packing and putting away his painting things. John did not ask her about last night; they were all too busy concentrating on getting Warren off on time. They tried the suit on him, and Martha shortened the sleeves and moved the buttons, while Jane did the trousers, which John then pressed with the steam-iron; he did it better than either of the girls. With all these hands working, the suit was ready in an hour, which left fifteen minutes for Warren to stop in Digby and pick up some black shoes. They did not talk much, out of respect for Warren’s mother; even Jane was quiet. It was Warren himself, finally, who brought up the subject of the play-reading. He asked Martha whether she and Miles had had a chance to go on with the discussion. “No,” said Martha, shortly, busy with her needle. She heard the iron pause. “Miles took you home?” John, in his shirtsleeves, his head bent over the ironing board, dropped the question casually. Martha, on the telephone, had promised him to go home with Dolly. Yes, she now acknowledged, in a slightly defiant voice; and she had asked him in for a drink. “You asked him in?” cried Jane, opening her mouth wide. “Why, you’re a nut, Martha. What happened? Did he make a pass at you?” They all turned their heads. Martha took her courage in her hands. “Of course not,” she said, smiling broadly. She held up the suit-coat and blushed. “Look at her,” said Jane. “Of course, he did. Confess, Martha.” Martha shook her head, stoutly. She put on a merry expression. “My lips are sealed,” she proclaimed. Warren, who was standing in his underclothes waiting to put on the trousers, had a grave, concerned look—what Martha called his jury face. But John let the matter drop lightly. “She doesn’t want to tell,” he said. “Martha is a gentleman.”


  


  Afterward, in the car, on their way home, he asked her, with his eyes forward, on the road. “My lips are sealed,” she repeated, and added in a more serious tone, “Don’t ask me about it. It was nothing. For a minute, he misunderstood the invitation. One can’t really blame him.” John nodded. They drove on in silence, but she could see that he was satisfied. She put her hand over his on the steering wheel. “Did you spend the night on the road because you wanted to punish me for going to the play-reading?” “Maybe,” he said. “I thought so,” she replied. “But you’re not cross any more?” “No,” he said. “But we can’t have him dropping in all the time,” he added. Martha smiled. “He won’t.” She did not understand why he had decided not to scold her, but she accepted it as final. Men were like that; her father had been the same. They had tact at critical junctures, which was a sort of omniscience. And their mysterious decisions were final; she would not hear any more about the play-reading unless she brought it up herself. She essayed another subject. “Wasn’t it funny—about the suit?” she murmured. John laughed. “It was awful,” she went on, “when Jane came and I thought you were dead and I went and got out the suit anyway. It made me think of that poem of Yeats’s: ‘Twenty-one apparitions have I seen. The worst a coat upon a coathanger.’ ” She had not meant, by this, to reproach him, but he evidently thought she had, for his hand reached out and gripped hers tightly, in commiseration.


  Ten


  


  THE FALL days known as “glorious” were over. Warren Coe’s mother’s death and the storm that accompanied it marked the annual break in the weather. A black frost followed, putting an end to Martha’s herbs and Dolly’s swamp foliage. There were no more fairy-ring mushrooms on the golf course or boletus in the woods. The sky clouded over by noon every day, and the wind whistled about the boarded-up summer cottages. The borders of the ponds grew sodden, with only a fringe of wild cranberry. The bay was gray and choppy. Blue jays and woodpeckers kept desolate house in the woods. It would be like this, said Martha, until May, though there might be days in late November when you could swim heroically in the ponds, and days, if you were lucky, in January, when you could ice-skate through the dark afternoons, coming home to hot rum toddies and big fires.


  But in an ordinary year, there would be only a perpetual March, from the first black frost till the shadbush bloomed in May. Winter here was a limbo—a wind-torn parking area, closed shops and inns, vandalism, and divorces. Nearly everybody who could afford to got away, as the phrase went, after Christmas; the rest stayed on creakily, like a skeleton staff. Already, in early November, the village had a forlorn, rejected look. The last permanent summer people had shut up their houses; the last canned luxury items disappeared from the grocery shelves; the ferry from Trowbridge to the mainland had made its last run for the season—to get off the peninsula, you had to go all the way round. Town boys were breaking into summer houses; police and caretakers made their rounds; mice came in from the fields and big rats from the dump. The fish-man from Digby stopped delivering; the laundromat closed up. The sirens of the ambulance and the fire engine shrieked through the night.


  It was the best time of the year, Sandy Gray told Dolly: with the outsiders gone, you finally got the feel of the place. He had been opening scallops, along with the native women, getting $1.50 an hour. Next month, he was going to decorate bureaus for the New Leeds Craftsmen, on a cooperative basis. In January, he would start work at the fish-storage plant, over at North Digby. He was not doing this for the pay check but for the sake of the kids. With the custody case coming up and their whole future at stake, he had pocketed his principles, temporarily, and put himself in the hands of his lawyer, who told him to find a job and make his peace with society. On the advice of his lawyer, too, he had shaved his beard and had his hair cut. First things first, he told Dolly, who regarded these changes with bewilderment. Would you hire a doctor to save your life and then refuse to follow his prescriptions? “But I liked you better the way you were,” she said doubtfully. “That’s because you’re afraid of change,” he explained, in his gentle, gusty voice. “The true individualist has the courage to wear a mask.”


  


  When she came in her jeep to pick him up the morning the case was scheduled, he was wearing a leather jacket, a pair of dark trousers, and a white silk evening scarf wrapped about his neck in lieu of a necktie. His lawyer, he said, had warned him to appear on time at the courthouse in Trowbridge, in conventional dress, and to see that his witnesses did the same. Dolly’s costume Sandy had chosen himself from her closet—an unbecoming gray tweed suit she had had made up in England. But it worried him that she had no hat. All the way down in the jeep, he kept fuming with impatience and cursing the stop lights and the midmorning traffic in the villages. The judge, he reminded her, was a stickler for punctuality, and his case was third on the docket. “We have plenty of time,” she shouted, repeatedly, over the noise of the jeep. His fretfulness alarmed Dolly. This was not the Sandy she knew. The loss of his beard had done something strange to him. Whenever she glanced at him, sideways, she had a sense that she was intruding. At the same time, she could not help noticing that his chin was recessive.


  She was going to be a character-witness for him. How this had come about she scarcely knew now. How could she testify to his character when she had been in New Leeds exactly one month? But it was not the length of the association but the frequency that counted, Sandy had assured her. For the past two weeks, she had been with him every day. She had ridden pillion on his motorcycle and washed his hair in her basin and helped him deliver furniture, down the peninsula, for the New Leeds Craftsmen. They had gone to see Miles Murphy, while Dolly had waited outside, in the jeep, because of Martha, and they had taken a bottle to call on Sandy’s fourth wife, to persuade her to testify. They had been sharing a Sunday paper and doing the crosswords together. The fact that she had come here as a stranger, said Sandy, would make her testimony more impressive. She had no axe to grind, and the judge would see at a glance that there was no sexual involvement.


  It was true; there was nothing between them. His second wife, Ellen, was coming back in December; he talked about that constantly, when he was not talking about the children and Barney, his lawyer. Her return, he said, could only mean one thing—she wanted him back. Her second husband had finally made a settlement on her, so that she was free now to remarry. Sandy was fixing up his house, to be ready for her; Dolly had been with him to buy curtains and look at some linoleum for the kitchen. He had even had the plumber around, to get an estimate on putting in heat, which he could pay for by selling some pond frontage to a developer. His excitement touched Dolly almost painfully. She had never been so close to a man, on the one hand, or been so disregarded, on the other. After the first day, he never even glanced at her paintings; as soon as he got to know her, his abrupt honest mind had simply dropped the idea that she could ever do anything serious. And after his first enquiries, he paid no heed to her sex. It never occurred to him, apparently, that Dolly could be jealous, or sad that their relationship would end when this “real woman” came back. He never considered her feelings, which made Dolly feel safe with him, though somewhat depreciated, like a thin dime nestling in his pocket, while he reckoned his future in gold. And yet it was wonderful—upsetting and enlightening—to be treated so objectively. Being with him, she had decided, was like posing naked for a life-class: you had to forget the you.


  But now, as she climbed the courthouse steps, looking up at the huge granite columns of the neo-classic front, she felt as if she were awakening from a dream. She had a slight hangover, and her eyes, which had sunk back into her head, had a bleary glazed look; she kept blinking them to focus on her surroundings, as if she had been playing Pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey. It was the first time she had had any contact with the law, and the courthouse, with its Civil War cannons, inspired her with terror. It belonged in a dark mill town of the nineteenth century—the kind of town she had been born in. Her sense of proportion protested at its presence here, overlooking a village green, a general store, and a double row of clapboard cottages, advertising rooms for tourists, home-made jellies, and sea-captain’s chowder. “Probate court” they were going to, and the very name evoked her childhood, her two aunts, wills, trustees, tombstones, granite faces.


  With her coat-collar turned up and her hands thrust in her pockets, she stood under the portico, alone, taking no notice of the other people passing in and out, her eyes smarting with tears from the bitter wind. Sandy had hurried inside, to confer with his lawyer. When he came out and joined her, lighting his pipe, he was in jubilant spirits because his ex-wife, Clover, was late. Everybody else—the two lawyers, the witnesses—was present and accounted for, inside the gray building. Clover’s lawyer was pacing up and down the corridor and telling Sandy’s lawyer that he had half a mind to throw the case up. She had missed the morning bus, it seemed, and somebody had called the clerk of the court to say that she was hitchhiking. Her ex-stepmother—one of the old-timers here—was trying to calm the lawyer down by explaining Clover’s character. Sandy’s lawyer was very hopeful; he had finally got an affidavit from the New Leeds dentist about the state of the kids’ teeth. She had been feeding them on candy bars and cookies—too lazy to open a can.


  Dolly put her hands to her ears. She did not want to hear any more. It was all true, no doubt; Sandy had convinced her. But these dreadful details, hammered home, had the effect of dividing her sympathies. “Why shouldn’t she hitchhike?” she said suddenly, in a clear stubborn voice. “My dear, I don’t mind,” said Sandy, smiling. “It’s what the judge will think. Hitchhiking is illegal in this state.” “But she can’t afford a taxi,” argued Dolly, striving to be composed and reasonable. “She should have thought of that before she missed the bus,” Sandy replied. “Everybody else got here. It’s no good feeling sorry for her. We’re all sorry for her; we’ve all tried to help her. She’s a tragic kid, really—a natural delinquent; no mother, father a drunkard, four stepmothers in a row. The leopard can’t change its spots.” He turned up Dolly’s coatsleeve and glanced at her watch.


  “Look,” he said softly. “There she is now.” On the highway below them, a Nehi truck had stopped. Two children and a woman clambered out, waving to the driver. “Watch!” said Sandy, gripping Dolly’s arm, as the boy and girl raced across the road, without looking either way to see whether any cars were coming. “I wish the judge could have seen that,” he added, when they had safely crossed the road, followed by their mother. An afterthought struck him. “You saw it!” he cried, elatedly, tightening his hold on her arm. “Put it in your testimony. I’ll tell Barney to ask you about it.” “I couldn’t,” said Dolly faintly. Sandy had made her believe that she would not be harming Clover if she merely testified to his character; some of his best friends were going to be character-witnesses on her side, and he did not hold it against them. But now he wanted her to go further, and he dropped her arm impatiently when she tried to explain that she could not magnify this little incident on the road into criminal negligence. “I know, I know,” he said. “You ‘don’t want to take sides.’ ”


  Hurt, Dolly made her way into the building; the court was sitting on the second floor. “Barney” had told her where to go, but she took the wrong staircase and got lost. She hated the lawyer and the effect he was having on Sandy. He kept warning Sandy that the courts favored the mother, and that Sandy would lose the case if he did not “get in there and fight.” He had been very short with Dolly, when Sandy had brought her to his office, to be rehearsed in her testimony. As soon as he heard that she had known Sandy only a month, he had slammed down his pencil. He pretended that Sandy had given him the impression that they had known each other before. When Dolly said no, firmly, he shot her a peculiar look and suggested that they might have known each other “in the big city.” “You being a painter and him being an art critic, it would stand to reason that you’d met.” “No,” Dolly had repeated, lowering her gaze. “I’m afraid your testimony won’t be of much help then,” he said irritably, shutting up a folder. “I told him that!” cried Dolly, indignant. “Oh, well,” sighed the lawyer. “Let’s take down what you’ve got. You never know what the judge will stand for. Unmarried, I take it,” he said, pulling a pad of yellow paper to him.


  Contempt for her scruples, Dolly felt, underscored those last words and the measuring, smooth look that accompanied them. He diagnosed her, she inwardly protested—as if telling the truth were a symptom, like being unmarried, like, if he only knew it, her dainty, fainthearted canvases stacked against the wall, unfinished. She began to feel guilty, as though she had to explain herself. He wanted to know what she was doing here, out of season. Mentioning the Sinnotts, Dolly flushed. Because of Sandy, she had hardly seen them since the play-reading. She did not dare think what they would say if they knew she had let herself get involved in the custody suit. “Sinnott?” said the lawyer. “Oh yes, the girl in the nightgown. She’s back again, I hear.” Dolly nodded. “Come to think of it, you look kind of alike. Same type.” “We went to college together,” murmured Dolly, as if in extenuation. “Uh huh,” said the lawyer, writing. By the time she left the office and joined Sandy outside, on the motorcycle, she felt she had done wrong not to stretch her testimony a little. But when she told Sandy what had happened, saying that she was sorry, he wearily cut her off. “Why should you lie for me?” he said. “Barney didn’t expect that. It was just a misunderstanding.”


  


  A janitor showed Dolly into the courtroom. Another case was being heard. She settled herself on a bench and peered around. On her left, at a little desk, was a man in a blue uniform with a star. High up, on a platform, at a long table, was the judge, a long-nosed man in a black robe, like a college professor’s. The witness stand, at his right, was empty; the judge was whispering with two men, who, Dolly presumed, were lawyers. On the far side of the room, by the window, stood Barney, looking out. “Divorce case,” a man next to Dolly informed her. When the testimony resumed, and a big black-haired woman took the stand, nobody paid any attention, except the judge and the two lawyers. People kept passing in and out, in desultory style, rather, Dolly thought, like tourists in a European church, where a droning mass was being said in one of the chapels. The proceedings seemed very lifeless; she had to strain her ears to catch what the witness was saying, in a monotone, like a lesson learned. It was a case, apparently, of wife-beating. “Two beautiful big black eyes,” she heard the witness intone, and the lawyer picked up the phrase and repeated it, like a chant. Then, before Dolly knew it, the case was over, and the man in the blue uniform was calling their case: Alexander Gray against Clover Gray. Nearly everybody in the courtroom moved forward, past a brass railing, and Dolly moved with them and took her seat on a wooden bench at the right. Sandy was not yet in the courtroom, and all these people, at first glance, were strangers to Dolly. She found herself sitting next to a tall white-haired man in a sort of cowboy costume, with a sombrero on his knees. Across the room, to her surprise, she recognized the milkman, in a pink shirt and Windsor tie.


  The courtroom door swung open, and Clover sauntered in, accompanied by a small gray-haired man with a briefcase. She had little bright blue eyes, like Christmas tree bulbs, lit up. Her brown hair was pulled up in a horse’s tail, with a big plaid ribbon tied around it. She had on a great deal of rouge, and her lipstick had come off on her front teeth. She wore an old, shapeless winter coat, red knee socks, moccasins, and a plaid skirt and vest. The skirt was much too big for her, and to Dolly’s eyes, she looked pathetically unreal, like a child painted up and dressed in adult clothes to beg on the street at Thanksgiving. The two children had disappeared. She was walking straight toward Dolly, who lowered her eyes and laced her fingers on her lap. “Aren’t you in the wrong pew?” Clover said, in a deep husky voice.


  Dolly started and looked about her in perplexity. “You’re his witness, aren’t you?” said Clover. “These are my witnesses.” Dolly reddened and jumped up, dropping her pocketbook. The uniformed man, the sheriff, was hurrying toward her. Somebody handed her her pocketbook. The whole courtroom stared while Dolly changed places. She stumbled into a seat at the end of the front row, by the witness stand, while across the room Clover took the seat she had vacated. The two “teams” of witnesses, facing each other, made Dolly think of a spelling bee or a give-away program on television. She could not imagine where they had come from, where the lawyers had found them; they were like professional mourners, too, or like floaters rounded up to vote in an election. She could not remember seeing any of them, except the milkman, before. But gradually she began to recognize faces. At the end of the back row, on her side, was Sandy’s fourth wife, Margery, the girl who worked in the grille. Across the room, on Clover’s side, was the oysterman. Next to him was one of the New Leeds Craftsmen; Dolly had not known him, with his hair combed and a shave. All of them were transformed for the occasion; that was what had confused her. In their ordinary gear, she had been seeing them every day at the post office or the First National check-out. But now they wore “city clothes” or, to be exact, parts of them. One man had on striped trousers over bare feet and sandals; another had a necktie and pearl stickpin with a pea jacket. Ancient waistcoats, long earrings, tarnished metal blouses, old fur pieces, a gold watch chain with a Phi Beta Kappa key, velvets, nodding plumes, a motoring veil, proclaimed the community’s notion of a solid respectable front. The man next to Dolly wore a white suit, like Mark Twain. But his feet, she could not help noticing, were in leather bedroom slippers. It was the same all along the row: an uneven satin hemline ended in bare legs and tennis shoes; a black tailleur, in a set of espadrilles. A kind of defiance, evidently, had set in with the feet, which refused to render unto Caesar.


  A strange smell rose from the witnesses—a combination of stale alcohol and mothballs. Dolly could still taste last night’s liquor on her own breath, and she wondered whether these perfumes could be wafted up to the judge. Just below her, near the sheriff’s desk, sat a small woman in a plain suit, with a notebook and briefcase. The man next to Dolly leaned over. “S.P.C.C.,” he whispered, cupping his mouth with one hand while his elbow nudged Dolly in the ribs. “S.P.C.C.,” he repeated, opening his red-rimmed eyes very wide.


  Dolly stared miserably at the network of empurpled veins in his cheeks. To her horror, she had begun to feel ashamed of these New Leedsians and to look upon them with the eyes of an outsider—the caseworker, the judge. Nearly all of them seemed the worse for drink, swollen and dropsical, or lean and red, with popping eyes and stiff veins and shaking hands. Several of the men had bits of dried blood on their faces, where they had cut themselves, apparently, while shaving. One young man—he could not have been more than thirty—had stone-gray hair and a face as white as leprosy; his arm was in a sling. And yet they were all in good spirits. It was only she who was depressed and self-conscious. Dolly could hear them discussing the judge. “He always favors the woman,” said a young man in a corduroy coat and turtle-necked sweater. “I had him when Carol divorced me.” “You’re wrong, darling,” said an old woman in slacks. “I had him and he cut off the maintenance.”


  A woman with dyed red hair and a face like a monkey suddenly addressed Dolly. “Did you hear about my case?” Dolly shook her head; she had never met this person, who seemed to be drenched in the perfume called Femme. “I’ve seen you in the liquor store,” the woman went on. “I’m a friend of Paul’s. Do you know what happened to me last year? They brought me into court for lowering the birth rate.” Dolly looked perplexed. “I ran into a car carrying three pregnant women. They all had miscarriages and sued me.” The woman’s voice was loud and laughing. The caseworker looked up and frowned. Dolly reddened. “I’m a sort of jinx,” her new friend continued. “Last year, a man dropped dead on my sofa. I thought he had passed out.”


  


  Sandy slipped into the seat next to Dolly. He had been talking with the children. “She has them coached,” he said angrily. “Her lawyer’s got it rigged up for them to talk to the judge in chambers.” Dolly indicated the sheriff. “I don’t give a damn if he hears,” Sandy muttered, lowering his voice. “She has no right to bring the kids into a thing like this. It’s criminal, having their feelings pawed over. ‘Do you love Mother best or Daddy? Come on, tell the Judge.’ Imagine what that will do to them twenty years from now.” He sat back with an air of dark satisfaction, then jumped up, in response to a signal from Barney, who had been talking with Clover’s lawyer by the window. Dolly rubbed her forehead. He was right, she thought remorsefully; such a decision was horrible for a child.


  “They want to make a stipulation,” volunteered the man in the white suit, nudging Dolly again, to direct her attention to Sandy, who seemed to be arguing with his lawyer. “What’s that?” said Dolly, uneasily; she could see that Sandy was getting worked up, by his gestures. “The lawyers get together,” said the young man behind her, eagerly, “and try to agree to shorten the testimony. Clover doesn’t defend, and they fix it up with the judge to award divided custody. They always try to pull that.” The man in the white suit nodded. “But wouldn’t that be the best thing?” timidly suggested Dolly. “After they’ve got us all down here . . . ?” said the man in the pea jacket, looking at his watch. “If they don’t start soon, damn it, I’m going to step out for a drink.” “Oh, please don’t,” cried Dolly. “The town’s dry, Jack,” said the man in the white suit. “Local option.” The man in the pea jacket settled back on the bench. “Oh, it’s all a farce,” declared the man in the white suit. “We’re all wasting our time. We come down here to be nice, to do a favor. Who knows the rights and wrongs of these things? I don’t. I’m just a character witness. You too?” Dolly nodded. “I don’t judge between ’em,” said the man, dropping his voice, as Sandy started back to his place. “In my opinion, the best thing would be to give the children to the state. Let the town bring ’em up. The town spawned ’em, you might say.”


  “Barney’s sore,” reported Sandy, sitting down. “He wanted me to compromise.” “And you wouldn’t?” said Dolly. Sandy shook his head. All at once, the courtroom grew quiet. The judge sat up, under the American flag; a woman (the assistant registrar, said Dolly’s neighbor) took her place at the other end of the judicial bench, under the state flag. Spectators tiptoed into the rear benches. The first witness was being sworn: Mrs. Mary Viera, a cleaning woman who worked by the day. “Our star witness,” said Sandy. She was a small, black-eyed person in a dark suit and white blouse—the only respectable-looking person, thought Dolly, in the whole array of witnesses. Her English was surprisingly broken, and she had a voice queerly pitched, like a parrot’s. She worked, it seemed, occasionally for Clover, and she testified to the state of the house, on the days when she came to clean. It was very dirty, she agreed, under Barney’s questioning. Cat pee (“Excuse me, Mister,”) in the corners; children’s beds dirty; food stuck on the table; food on the walls; icebox dirty, food with beards inside; grease burned on pans; dog food all over, on floors, no vacuum cleaner; old smelly mop; no light bulb in toilet.


  Dolly tried to shut her ears. She hated Mrs. Viera, with her spying black eyes. The man in the white suit cupped his mouth. “Worst damn cleaning woman in New Leeds,” he whispered, with a wink, to Dolly. Sandy frowned. He was following the testimony intently, leaning forward and nodding as Mrs. Viera spoke. Bottles, yes, bottles everywhere; garbage spilled outside; children barefoot. The S.P.C.C. woman was writing in her notebook. A pair of spectators moved closer, and Mrs. Viera, obligingly, raised her parrot-voice. Barney’s voice, prompting, had a smooth, smiling tone. “And what about this fellow that lives there?”


  To Dolly’s surprise, Mrs. Viera became guarded. “What fellow? I don’t know.” “Oh, come on now, Mrs. Viera,” Barney said impatiently. “You know there’s a man living there. The whole town knows it.” Clover’s lawyer rushed in with an objection. The judge leaned forward. “Is there a man living with Mrs. Gray or not?” he said to Clover’s lawyer. “Does your client deny this?” Everyone looked at Clover. “We don’t deny it,” said Clover’s lawyer, easily. “We will show that he is a paying guest.”


  Barney took a step backward; the judge raised his eyebrows; even Clover’s witnesses appeared to take this as news. Sandy half-started to his feet, but Dolly pulled him down, by the leather jacket. “Proceed,” said the judge, rapping lightly with his gavel. “Have you seen this man there?” Barney demanded of Mrs. Viera. “Sometimes.” “Where does he sleep?” Mrs. Viera did not know. She was asked to describe the layout of the house. There were two bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and a little room, with a couch in it. “Maybe he sleep there,” she volunteered. Barney frowned. Had she ever, he wanted to know, seen that couch made up, with sheets on it? No, agreed Mrs. Viera, but most of the times she had been there, the fellow had been away; he worked, she had heard, as a truckdriver.


  Sandy made a soft, groaning sound. “She’s changed her testimony,” he whispered angrily. “They all do it—these damned Portuguese. You get them in the courtroom, and they get scared.” “Where does he keep his clothes?” said Barney. Mrs. Viera did not know. Had she ever seen his clothes in Mrs. Gray’s bedroom? The courtroom seemed to catch its breath while Mrs. Viera reflected. She was not sure, she answered finally. Barney protested: this was not what she had told him when he came to her house to talk to her. “What do you mean—not sure?” he said in a hectoring tone. “Not sure,” mumbled Mrs. Viera. Sandy’s witnesses looked wonderingly at each other. The judge intervened. It was an important question, he said, and she could help the court clear it up. She must try to search her memory. “No good, Judge,” said Mrs. Viera, simply. “When he”—she pointed to the lawyer—“come to my house, he ask me if I ever see man’s clothes in Mrs. Gray’s bedroom. I say yes.” “Well?” prompted the judge. Mrs. Viera grinned. “But Mrs. Gray wear man’s clothes herself—man’s shirt, pants, old coat. This the first time I see her in skirt.”


  Laughter shook the courtroom, led by Mrs. Viera. “And is that why you’ve changed your story?” Barney demanded sternly. “My daughter explain me my mistake,” said Mrs. Viera serenely, turning to the judge. “She tell me I not understanding questions.” “You mean,” said the judge, “that you sometimes saw men’s clothes in Mrs. Gray’s bedroom, but you are not sure, now, whose they were?” Mrs. Viera nodded. “Maybe hers. Maybe his.” Barney mopped his brow. Surely she knew the difference, he insisted. But Mrs. Viera would not be budged. “Maybe hers. Maybe his,” she repeated, with a gleeful look at the judge.


  When Clover’s lawyer’s turn came, he started on a fresh tack. He asked Mrs. Viera how long she had lived in New Leeds and how many residents she had worked for and whether she kept a clean house herself. “Oh yes,” said Mrs. Viera proudly. “I believe you, Ma’am,” said Clover’s lawyer, who spoke with a slight southern accent. “But now tell me. The conditions you describe in Mrs. Gray’s residence—are they unusual?” Mrs. Viera looked puzzled. “I mean the dirt on the floors, the dog food, the moldy icebox, and so on—do you often see these things when you come to clean for your ladies?” Mrs. Viera brightened. “Oh yes,” she said happily. “All the time. All the time. Summer people too. Everybody live like that here in America. Like pigs.” There was a movement of recoil on the benches; the sheriff stiffened and fixed his eyes on the Stars and Stripes. “Watch what you’re saying here,” the judge commanded, sharply. “You don’t mean everybody.” “Everybody I working for,” explained Mrs. Viera. “Not poor people—Portuguese people, Finnish people, Yankee people. They keep clean house; don’t have cleaning woman.” She appeared to search for her meaning. “Rich people, college people, famous people, lawyer, writer, painter—just like Mrs. Gray. Live like bootlegger.” Another laugh rose. “I think she must mean me,” giggled a woman in Dolly’s row. “She’s pathological,” said another woman, with bitter emphasis. “I wouldn’t have her in the house.” The judge rapped for silence. “Have you ever worked for Mr. Gray?” continued Clover’s lawyer. Mrs. Viera shook her head. “But Mr. Gray just the same. I have friend who tell me—” The judge cut her off. “You can only testify to what you’ve seen yourself,” he told her. “I don’t know what this testimony proves,” he went on, in tones of irritation, to Clover’s lawyer. “The general standard of living that prevails in New Leeds,” the lawyer went on, undaunted. “I’m trying to set Mrs. Gray’s housekeeping in its context, your honor. Many of the older ladies here, in our permanent winter colony, are famous housekeepers, but the breed is dying out. Other times, other customs.”


  “Proceed,” said the judge. “Would you say that Mrs. Gray was a good mother?” Clover’s lawyer asked Mrs. Viera. “Kind, considerate, thoughtful?” Mrs. Viera scratched her head. “Mrs. Gray very nice woman. Very friendly. Good mother, I don’t know.” She turned to the judge. “It’s the same like I was saying, Judge. All the women I work for, not like poor women. Easy with the kids, not strict, not scolding. But not paying attention. Not mending clothes, ironing, fixing hair, cooking, sending to church, sending to Sunday school. ‘Listen to radio,’ ‘Go away and play now.’ Open can. ‘Here, eat.’ Mrs. Gray, I think, have big heart, play with the kids, cut out magazines, draw pictures, play the guitar to them, sing. But not careful for kids. Not worrying.” “Do you think a worrying mother is a good thing, Mrs. Viera?” demanded Clover’s lawyer. “Sometimes,” she said, turning thoughtfully to the judge. “I don’t talk so good in English. What I mean, Mrs. Gray not bringing them up, not teaching, not feeding right, not putting to bed—” “And all your employers are like that?” cut in Clover’s lawyer. “Oh yes,” beamed Mrs. Viera. “Oh yes.”


  


  Dolly’s head was aching when they went across the highway for lunch at a counter. Barney came to sit with them; most of the other witnesses, on their side, had finished their testimony, and gone off to eat at the hotel in the next township, which had a cocktail lounge. Dolly’s testimony, Barney said, was going to be very crucial, as things were shaping up. Mrs. Viera had turned the whole case upside down. There was nobody else who could swear that this truckdriver actually slept with Clover—nobody but the children, who would probably not be asked in chambers, unless the judge could find a way of doing it delicately, by indirection. And Clover had undoubtedly warned them not to tell what they knew. “Oh, it’s all so ugly,” sighed Dolly. She half-agreed with the man who said it would be better to hand all the children of divorced people over to the town. “Human nature,” said Barney, munching on a hamburger.


  The trouble was, he continued, that you could never get the natives up here to come into court and tell what they’d seen. Clover never drew a shade, but her neighbors down by the bay acted as though they were blind if you tried to get an affidavit out of them. The ones who were willing to talk always turned out to have a screw loose, like Mrs. Viera, or like the milkman, who was stage-struck and saving up to go off to drama school. The kid loved to testify, but he would only describe the state of the kitchen when he brought in the milk in the mornings. He swore that he’d never looked in the bedroom window, though he walked right past it every morning. “ ‘I mind my own business,’ he says, with a flounce of his tail.” “I don’t see why you have to bring sex into it,” Dolly said suddenly. “I don’t think Sandy ought to do that when he believes in sexual freedom himself. You’ve got plenty of evidence to show that she’s a bad mother. Why worry about proving ‘immorality’?” “Because that’s what the court likes to hear about, Miss Lamb,” retorted Barney, reaching for the ketchup. “Besides—let’s be frank—the S.P.C.C. has a record on Sandy. All right”—he raised a hand to forestall Sandy—“I’ll agree. That was different. That was a health fad. You kept the kids barefoot to develop their feet. And you didn’t toilet-train them, to develop their character. And you fed them on peanut butter because of something you read in a book. But the court looks at the record, damn it.” “You know what happened,” said Sandy, in a low voice, to Dolly. “The boy went to school barefoot, and the other kids threw knives at his feet. The teacher had the S.P.C.C. after me. There’s an irony for you. It was those ruffians and their parents that ought to have been investigated.” Dolly gave a gasp of pain. “But you went right on sending him,” protested Barney. “After the teacher told you to get shoes.” “How did I know?” cried Sandy. “The teacher sent a note. ‘Please put shoes on Michael.’ Nobody gave me the reason. I’d taught Michael to be brave and he wouldn’t squeal to me on his little classmates. I was damned if I’d put shoes on him, just to appease the local bourgeois.” He banged his knife down on his plate.


  “Easy, boy,” said the lawyer. “We don’t want you making speeches to the judge. You used to be a Red, remember?” “Clover can’t use that,” declared Sandy. “She was in the Party herself. I broke long before she did. Miles got me out of it during my analysis. He showed me I was really an anarchist.” Barney laughed. “Oh, balls,” he said. “You’re a property-owner and a registered voter. But don’t forget: there’s a lot of hostility to you artistic folk up here still. You could see that in old Viera’s testimony. She was getting her own back, after all the stinking messes she’s cleaned up for you geniuses. Now, Miss Lamb,” he said, picking up his bill and a toothpick, “when I call you to the stand, speak up. We want the judge to hear you. And don’t be afraid of stressing what you’ve got to tell. Let it ring out. We want to make the court realize that Sandy’s turned over a new leaf. Describe what you’ve seen yourself—the things a woman notices. Is the house clean? Can Sandy cook? Does he wash the dishes? Is he neat, methodical? Does he drink? Does he have women around?”


  


  Dolly nodded. It was not as simple as he thought, she said to herself anxiously as she took the stand. If she were to answer those questions truthfully, she could not give a Yes or a No. He was neat, for a man, but not as neat as John Sinnott or some of the painters she had studied with. The house was fairly clean. He could cook: yes. But most of the time she had been cooking for him. He washed dishes, she supposed, when he was alone. And he was methodical, in his way. He drank, but not as much as many people. In the course of an evening, starting before dinner, he would drink about half a bottle, she had noticed. But lots of the men up here started drinking at ten in the morning. And she had never seen him as tight, for instance, as Martha and Miles Murphy had been, the night of the play-reading. As for women, he had her around.


  Everything was relative, she reminded herself, as the questioning began. It was like what the anthropologists told you: Sandy had to be measured by the mores of the culture he was in.


  She cleared her throat. She had known the plaintiff, Mr. Gray, about one month; she had rented the house next to him and saw him frequently, in a neighborly way. “Would you say that you knew his habits?” As far as one could, in a month. “Speak louder, please,” said the judge. Did he have women around? Not so far as she knew. “How do you know, Miss Lamb?” the judge interrupted. “Because I was with him,” Dolly replied. The courtroom laughed. The judge rapped with his gavel. “At night, Miss Lamb?” said Barney. “Yes, at night,” said Dolly. “Explain the circumstances.” “We both were living alone; we have a good deal in common.” “You are a painter, Miss Lamb? And Mr. Gray is an art critic?” “He used to be,” said Dolly. “He knows a great deal about painting.” “And he was interested in your work?” “He doesn’t like my work,” admitted Dolly, in a meek voice. Another laugh rang out. “But you saw him just the same?” the lawyer proceeded, with a smile. Dolly nodded. “Speak up,” said the judge. “Yes. We often had dinner together.” “And who did the cooking?” “Sometimes I did. Sometimes he did.” “Would you say he was a good cook?” “Oh yes.” “What did he give you to eat?” Dolly searched her memory. “Spaghetti with clams. Rice and Portuguese sausage. Oysters. And salad,” she added quickly, though in fact it was she who had brought the salad, the two times she had let him cook for her. “Sounds good,” said Barney. “Did he open a can or did he cook these dishes himself?” “Oh, himself,” said Dolly.


  “Does he drink?” Dolly hesitated. “He drinks socially,” she said at length. “What is ‘socially,’ Miss Lamb?” the judge wanted to know. Dolly turned stricken eyes on him. “When he’s with other people.” “He doesn’t drink alone, you mean,” said the judge crisply, provoking a laugh. Dolly said nothing. “And when he’s with you, Miss Lamb?” encouraged Barney. “He drinks a little,” said Dolly. “What is ‘a little’?” exclaimed the judge. “Be specific. One drink, two drinks, five drinks?” “One or two,” quavered Dolly. She was not really lying, she thought; she was only interpreting Sandy’s daily consumption in the judge’s terms; what would be five drinks to the judge would be one or two to Sandy. And wine did not count. “Sometimes a nightcap,” she added. “And that’s all?” said Barney. Dolly nodded. “Speak up,” said the judge. “Yes.” She looked up and saw Clover’s little blue eyes staring harshly at her from across the room. A faint feeling came over her; she swayed and steadied herself on the stand. “Go on about his habits, Miss Lamb,” she heard Barney say. All she could think of was that she had just perjured herself and that Clover and her lawyer knew it. The judge was looking at her curiously, waiting for her to say something, but she had forgotten where she was in her testimony: had they asked her yet about his housekeeping? “Is Mr. Gray’s house clean?” prompted Barney. “Oh yes,” she said, swallowing. “Very.” “Dishes washed? All that?” “Oh yes,” said Dolly. He seemed to be expecting her to say something more. “He does his laundry,” she volunteered. “You’ve seen him?” “Yes,” she said. “In the pond.” Again there was laughter, and she could tell from the lawyer’s expression that she had said the wrong thing. “In the pond? What pond?” said the judge. “The pond we live on,” said Dolly. “The water is very soft, which makes it good, Mr. Gray says, for washing.”


  In the courtroom, the philistines roared. She could feel their hatred of Sandy, of anything simple and different from themselves, spill out of their braying throats. And she could feel him crouched in his seat behind her, powerless to defend himself, with his white shaven face, a shorn, piteous Samson. The blood rushed to her cheeks; she flamed with temper. “Make them stop laughing,” she said, obdurately, to the judge. “I won’t testify any more unless you give Mr. Gray a fair hearing.” She set her chin. “Order!” cried the sheriff, standing up. “Go on, Miss Lamb,” the judge said gravely. The courtroom was absolutely still. “Mr. Gray,” said Dolly, “is not an ordinary person. You all think he’s strange because he tries to live naturally. He knows all about animals and birds and trees. But he doesn’t go out bird-watching, with a book, like me. He just does it naturally, the way he sleeps and eats. He hates any kind of dishonesty or compromise; that’s why he doesn’t like my painting. He knows the woods the way Thoreau did or the scouts in Fenimore Cooper. He can set traps and shoot and whittle and make bows and arrows. That’s why he’d be a good father; he could teach the children a lot of things that children don’t learn any more. Fishing and hunting and making things. He taught me how to open oysters, with just an ordinary knife. And how to scale fish and clean them. But he’s not a crank, either. He doesn’t want to turn the clock back, artificially. He reads comic books and listens to radio serials; he thinks they’re much more real than modern novels and poems. He’s not afraid of violence, though he’s very gentle himself. He’d teach the children not to be afraid of life. That’s what he’s taught me, and I’m grateful for it.” “Can he sew?” said the judge, drawing another laugh, deliberately, from the courtroom. “Yes, he can,” said Dolly, defiantly. “Why shouldn’t a man be able to sew? He can knit too; he learned in the Merchant Marine, when he was a boy. Is that something to be ashamed of? Don’t you want a man to be self-sufficient? Isn’t that the American ideal?”


  “That was great, great,” said Sandy, when she came back to her place. The other witnesses nodded. Clover’s lawyer had not even tried to cross-examine her seriously. He had only one question: “Are you in love with Mr. Gray?” The judge said she did not have to answer that, but she had said no, in all honesty, and left the stand in a blaze of glory. “You’ve won the case,” Sandy told her, and Barney made a little pantomime of clapping, when the judge was looking the other way.


  Dolly was so flushed with these tributes and with her own extraordinary temerity that she could hardly listen to Sandy, who followed her on the stand. She sat with her own voice echoing in her ears, in a trance of wonder and pride. Vaguely, she heard Sandy testifying to his concern for the children, and how he was fixing up the house for them. He hoped, he said, to marry again, to give the children a mother, but in the meantime he was going to employ a woman to take care of them, after school, in the afternoons, while he was working. He made a good impression—Dolly felt, on the whole—simple and straightforward. But her mind kept drifting off, back to her own testimony, and contrasting it with his. Hers was better, she felt certain. He was a little too apologetic, and his voice was monotonous. People coughed while he was talking; when she was on the stand, you could have heard a pin drop. She was the best; she almost wished Martha could have heard her and seen the lawyer applaud. Even if John and Martha disapproved, they would have to admire her performance. She almost wished that she could be called back on the stand; a second time she would be more sure of herself, from the outset—she had stumbled badly at first, until she found the right note. “How was I?” said Sandy, coming down from the stand and interrupting her reverie. “Marvelous,” said Dolly, mechanically, her conscience smiting her for the vanity and self-absorption that had kept her from paying attention to him. “Marvelous,” she repeated, more enthusiastically. But her mind was still on herself, and all she could hear was the iambs of Sandy’s voice pounding in her inner ear: “You’ve won the case,” “You’ve won the case.”


  


  Compunction pricked her when Clover took the stand. She was pitiable, pitiable, Dolly said to herself, appalled by the life-history that unfolded. Poor Clover had been a baby-sitter since she was eleven years old, and she had worked with retarded children before she married Sandy, at the age of nineteen. She was wonderful with children, all her witnesses had averred, and her lawyer had affidavits from the summer people who had sent their children to a little play group she had run for the past three summers. She was a poor housekeeper and manager, she conceded, under questioning, but she could not keep the house tidy when it was full of dogs and cats and youngsters. Nearly every night, her children had one of their friends staying with them. They were doing well in school, and last year they had got more Valentines than any other children in the middle grades. She went to the P.T.A. and made costumes for the school plays and played the guitar at school entertainments. Her lawyer presented affidavits from the children’s teachers. And she had a big heart, as Mrs. Viera had said: she had taken in an orphan, a spastic child, whose mother had died of tuberculosis. The child was now in an institution, but Clover went to see him almost every week. She went to see her father, too, who was in the state hospital, and brought him magazines and candies, though he used to beat her horribly, according to her ex-stepmother. “She always slips him a bottle,” the man in the white suit contributed in an undertone.


  Barney was brutal in cross-examination. Was it true, he wanted to know, that there had been complaints and some parents had removed their children from her play group because she let the boys and girls go naked? It was true, Clover admitted, but the children were small, under school age. “That’s a lie,” whispered Sandy. “Some of them were sprouting breasts.” Then Barney began to ask her about what he called “a little episode” at a beach picnic two summers ago. Hadn’t she tried to drown herself after a few drinks? No, said Clover, in a low voice; she had just wanted to be alone and swum out to sea. The others had got frightened and gone after her.


  When he got to the truckdriver, finally, Clover insisted that he was paying board, but she burst into tears when Barney wondered whether she had ever listed his rent as income on her tax return. Naturally, she hadn’t, and she lost her head altogether during the next questions, when Barney was pressing her about where the truckdriver slept and whether the little room she claimed he slept in had a clothes closet. She whirled around and called Sandy a moocher and announced that the real trouble between them was that he had fallen behind on the maintenance payments and would not settle with her when she needed the money. That, she cried, was when he had decided to get righteous about the truckdriver. He was all paid up now because his lawyer had made him do it, before coming into court. “Ask him, ask him, if it isn’t true,” she begged the judge, pointing her stubby finger at Barney. But the judge told her that a lawyer could not be a witness to what passed between him and his client.


  To satisfy her, however, he called Sandy back on the stand. “Is it true that you ceased to make payments until the time this action was begun?” “No, it is not true,” said Sandy, wearily. “Mrs. Gray is a pathological liar. I was short of money during the summer, when Mrs. Gray was getting paid by her play group. By mutual agreement, we decided that I could wait until fall to catch up with the maintenance.” Clover was put back on the stand. “Is this true?” said the judge. “If you mean he told me he couldn’t pay and I said yes, let it go for the time being—yes,” said Clover. “You shouldn’t have done that,” said the judge sharply. “The court awarded you that maintenance. You should have made him pay it; that was your duty under the law.” “But if he didn’t have the money . . . ?” “It makes no difference,” said the judge. “It is not for you and your former husband to decide whether he shall support his children. That is the court’s privilege. When you divorced your husband here, you put those children under the court’s protection. They’re wards in chancery, actually.” The two lawyers wagged their heads respectfully, in acknowledgment of this legal point. The judge turned back to Clover. “You should have brought him down here, into court,” he said severely, “the first payment he missed. When was that?” “In June, I guess.” “And how long did this hiatus continue?” “Till the end of October.” “And when did this boarder come to live with you?” “Last spring. Around Decoration Day.”


  “Don’t you see what you’ve done?” said the judge, his voice rising. “No,” said Clover. “By letting the maintenance lapse, you’ve practically entered a confession of guilt with this court. You suggest to my mind and to the mind of any reasonable person that you let your ex-husband off paying for your support because you got a new fellow.” “That wasn’t the reason. Honestly,” said Clover. “Look, Your Honor, he had no money. I was making some. I have feelings. I was sorry for him.” She had been wiping her tears with a Kleenex; her makeup had come off, and as a result she looked much prettier. “Then,” she said, “when I needed the money, for some winter clothes for the kids, he told me that he wouldn’t pay me and that furthermore he was going to sue to get them back if I kept pestering him.” “There were no witnesses to this discussion?” “No.” “Well,” said the judge, “in my opinion, you’ve brought this action on yourself. You gave your ex-husband a right to think that he was no longer bound to support you. Regardless of your motive. You didn’t use good judgment. Let me give you a little maxim for general use, quite apart from this case. Never let a fellow drop behind in his payments. Keep after him. Ask the stores. Ask the financing companies. Chances are, Mrs. Gray, if you let him get behind, he’ll work up a grievance against you, because the longer you don’t make him pay, the more he owes you. Pretty soon, it’s got so darn big he can’t pay it.” He slapped his hand on the long table. “Keep after ’em,” he repeated, addressing the courtroom at large. “That’s right, your honor,” agreed the two lawyers, grinning. “Where are those children?” he demanded. “Waiting for you, in chambers,” said Clover’s lawyer, deferentially. The judge got up and went out.


  


  Waiting for him to come back, the courtroom grew very restless. Some of the witnesses wandered out to smoke and fraternized with the enemy on the courthouse steps. The consensus, as reported by the man in the white suit, was that Sandy was going to win. Dolly’s testimony, it was agreed, had done him a lot of good, and Clover had queered her own pitch: her tears and accusations gave the truth away. And yet no one seemed satisfied. The thought of the children, closeted in there with the judge, who was going to decide their fate, seemed to weigh on the witnesses’ spirits. Faces darkened, moodily; conversation flagged; watches were consulted, repeatedly. A sense that this was a serious matter had somehow permeated the atmosphere. The man in the white suit kept grimacing, as if he had eaten something indigestible. Dolly was sick at heart. If Clover lost the children, it would be her fault: she had “won the case,” they all thought. But now that she had heard Clover, she began to pray that Sandy would lose. She did not want to be answerable for all the little lies she had told on the stand. She gritted her small teeth and tried to send thought-messages to the judge, begging him to ignore her testimony. Clover was not an ideal mother—anyone could see that—but Sandy was not an ideal father, either, despite the picture Dolly had sketched of him. Uncomfortable memories stirred in her: she remembered how cross he had been when she woke him up, one day, at ten o’clock in the morning. He liked to sleep late and he was often brusque and short-tempered. And he was hardly ever on time. It was a little unfair of him, moreover, not to have told her that Clover had “a hand” with children. But she herself was at fault in this: she should never have agreed to testify without hearing Clover’s side. At the very least, she could have asked about her from Martha or the Coes.


  She wondered whether she could retract her testimony. But what would they do to her if she got up and confessed that she had lied a little under oath? And what would Sandy say if she betrayed him after he had been lauding her for her “courage”? “The court favors the mother,” she repeated to herself, under her breath. The way the judge had scolded Clover, about the money—wasn’t that a sign that he really favored her and blamed her for endangering her case?


  The judge mounted the bench. His face was very stern, and he summoned the social worker, who talked to him in whispers, glancing back at Sandy and Clover. Dolly’s stomach turned over; she did not dare look at Sandy. Then the judge announced his decision. Clover was to keep the children! Jubilate! Saved! She could feel the man next to her exhale, as though in relief. He winked. On her other side, Sandy stiffened; his elbows pressed into his body and his shoulders hunched. Dolly stole a look into his shaved face. He was crying. Guilt smote her. She could not bear the thought that she was selfishly glad while he was suffering. He pulled off his white evening scarf and buried his face in it.


  


  The judge was giving Clover a very stiff lecture. He was going to put her on probation, he said, and have the social worker make reports on her. He was not at all satisfied with the conditions in her home as described by Mrs. Viera and the milkman. But no actual evidence of immorality had been presented in court. In his view, she would do well to get rid of her boarder; the maintenance allowance should be sufficient for the household if she planned her budget carefully and did not waste money on drink. Under normal circumstances, he declared, he would have taken the children away from her, but the record of the father moved him to leniency. He believed, despite much of the evidence, that she genuinely loved her children; they had expressed a strong wish to stay with her. If there had been a respectable person represented in the proceedings, a grandmother or an aunt, he would not have hesitated to remove the children from both parents. But he had found, on inquiry, that there was no such person in the offing.


  The father would have the right of visitation. He had come into court as the plaintiff, asserting that he had changed his ways, and brought a witness to attest this. But the brevity of her acquaintance with him made it impossible to give any legal weight to her impressions. The courts in this district had known the plaintiff over a period of years. The bench ventured to suggest that the plaintiff might have a motive for pulling the wool (laughter) over Miss Lamb’s eyes.


  In any case—the judge’s voice sharpened—here was a man who had been four times married, deserted by one wife and divorced by two on charges of extreme cruelty. One of these wives now appeared before the court to testify to his character as a father—a very contradictory course of conduct, to put it mildly. The practice of bringing character-witnesses was being abused by counsel. The court was capable of forming its own impression of the character of the litigants. It had its own records and the records of the S.P.C.C. to assist it. To bring in a witness who had known one of the parties “about one month” was an insult to the court’s intelligence and would not be condoned if it were ever repeated. The judge glared at Barney.


  “Yes, Your Honor,” said Barney, but he seemed quite unperturbed. He even grinned at Dolly, as the judge continued, in a more and more sarcastic vein. At the same time, observed the judge, disagreeably, he understood counsel’s desire to introduce as a witness a young woman of irreproachable character and fine antecedents, who did not, so far as the court knew, possess a police record. To Dolly’s astonishment, both sets of witnesses began to chuckle appreciatively. Yes, the judge went on: so far as the court knew, Dorothea Lamb had never had her license suspended—his gray eye raked the witness—or been arrested for brawling or check-kiting or draft-evasion or assault and battery or drunk and disorderly or vagrancy. “He’s kidding,” the man in the white suit reassured Dolly. “He’s a great bottle- and trencherman himself. Makes allowances for artists and writers. Used to sit in superior court, where these cases come up. Great sense of humor.”


  Since all the New Leedsians were giggling delightedly, Dolly forced a wan smile, which she slowly let die when she saw that Sandy was unmoved by the judge’s sallies. He had stopped crying, but his deep-set eyes were fixed in a cold stare and his long thin body was rigid. Dolly touched his arm, and he began to tremble, all over, like a person in a high fever. As soon as the judge stopped talking, Sandy got up and raced out of the courtroom, without a word to anyone. Dolly followed, alarmed, but she lost him in the press of people. Nobody seemed to care what had happened to him; opinion, even among his own witnesses, had turned against him. He ought to have thought twice, she heard them agree, before washing all that dirty linen in public. That was what had turned the judge against him: a case like that got in the papers and gave the community a bad name with outsiders, which in turn affected rentals and real-estate values. All the judges up here liked to see the lawyers make a stipulation and hear abbreviated testimony. Moral indignation echoed through the corridors. “He’s fouled his own nest,” cried the old woman in slacks, as she limped up to congratulate Clover.


  They were so changeable, Dolly thought distractedly. The courthouse emptied, and nobody would help her look for Sandy. They were closing the building before Barney came to her assistance and found him for her, finally, in the men’s toilet, where he had been throwing up. He was in a dreadful state. All the way back in the jeep, she had to keep stopping, for him to vomit by the roadside. In Digby, he had her get out and buy him a pint in the liquor store, which he drank from in silence as they jogged along.


  This grief terrified Dolly. She was afraid to speak to him, because any word from her would seem false under the circumstances, for she was not really sorry that he had lost the children, but only sorry for him—more awed than sorry, if the truth were told. She felt very remote from him and small, like a fly speck, because she could not share whatever it was he was feeling. This sense of distance was increased when he came into her cottage and set the pint down on the table, two-thirds empty. He took her face between his hands and began to kiss her, wearily, as if he did not want to. An awful smell came from him, of vomit and raw whiskey; his tongue was sour in her mouth. Slowly, he took her clothes off and told her to lie down on the studio couch. But then, when he was naked, nothing happened; he could not get up an interest, though she did as he directed. All night, he kept retching in her bathroom and coming back to lie with his damp head in her bosom. She was terribly hungry, but he would not let her make tea and toast, to settle his stomach. “Stay here,” he said, whenever she endeavored to move. “We’ll try again in a minute.” “It doesn’t matter,” Dolly would answer, gently, stroking his sweating head. But he could not get the idea of an obligation to her out of his mind. He fell asleep, still fitfully muttering of “having another try.” Just before dawn, Dolly faced the facts, covered him with a blanket and a comforter, and crept into her own bed.


  Eleven


  


  MARTHA’s first response, when she woke up one morning in November to find that her breasts were sore, was a canticle of joy. At last, she said to herself, with a great leap of her soul. John, next to her, was still asleep; she muted her exultant thoughts for fear they would wake him. It was far too soon to tell him since of course she could not be sure. Yet there could hardly be any doubt. This swelling was one of the recognized signs. She well remembered the terror of waking up in her college bed on bright May mornings to find that her nipples hurt when her nightgown rubbed against them. At that time (she still frowned a little to think of it), she had fought with might and main not to know what was the matter with her. She must have bruised herself, she had kept insisting, during senior play rehearsals, in the fencing scene: she was Hamlet, naturally, and the girl who played Laertes had been clumsy with the foil. You were not pregnant, she had tried to believe, unless you threw up in the mornings. She had not thrown up and she had played Hamlet and graduated, without anyone’s knowing. But she had had to have a dangerous abortion, right after Commencement; the abortionist told her she had waited too long. One’s physiology, she now assured herself, did not change; the soreness could only mean that.


  She began to count back, trying to remember when her last period had been. She was tempted to wake John and ask him if he knew. But she did not want to trouble him yet. He would be of two minds, she recognized, about the baby. The money part would worry him, and the responsibility; men thought of those things first. And he would fret because the baby would be encroaching on her time. On the other hand, he knew how much she wanted a child and wanted to see him as a father; he underestimated, she was certain, his own capacity for this role. He was a sort of sport in his family, and he was afraid that a baby of his would turn out like his brothers, whom he had never got along with. Indeed, he told her gravely, the chances were that he would dislike it, since he disliked most people. To Martha, as a woman, all this was nonsense. She was confident that their child would be exceptional. Moreover, what John would see was that the baby would be an incentive. For its sake, they would work harder, earn more money, improve their characters.


  She smiled at herself for these thoughts but her conviction remained unaltered. They were foolish, romantic notions, but she and John were romantics, both of them; they had to have goals and visions. A baby would take up her time; there was no denying that. But Martha had found that the less time you had the more you were able to do. When she had been doing graduate work and acting at the same time, she had accomplished more—John admitted this—than she ever had before or since. It was like the miracle of the loaves and fishes: she had even managed, somehow, to do some theatrical reviews and to cook too, on the days when the maid did not come. She had been happy and newly married; that was perhaps the reason. But she would be happy with a new baby; so would John, if only because happiness was catching. They both, moreover, responded well to pressure from the outside, which was why, doubtless, it had been a mistake to come to the country. But the baby would make up for that.


  To bring in extra money, for her confinement (Martha laughed delightedly at the word), she could do another adaptation. Her Wild Duck was still earning royalties; only last week, they had got a check from a stock company that was going to do it in Cambridge. A producer had been after her to do a Strindberg; John had made her say no, because of what he called her own work. But the beauty of adaptations was that you could do them at odd moments.


  She could translate, between feedings, when the baby would be asleep. And they could save, if they had a real motive. They could give up those two drinks at six o’clock, which were becoming almost regular. And wine, which they always had for company and even, sometimes, when they were alone. She would not be allowed to drink when she was pregnant anyway. And it was bad for the child when you were nursing. They could save on food too. They could live on milk and apples and salt codfish and the various kinds of dried beans and clams and salt pork and cornmeal; there were dozens of ways of doing them, cassoulets and brandades and bacalhaes and polentas and gnocchi, besides Indian pudding and chowders and baked beans. She might even make bread, which she had always wanted to do. She was naturally extravagant, but she was sure she had a capacity for sacrifice. During the last two years of the war, when she was married to Miles, she had managed wonderfully with ration coupons.


  She could do all the laundry herself, instead of taking the sheets and towels and shirts to the laundress. She would make more soups, and they could collect oysters regularly, the way the Coes did. She would sew all the baby’s clothes herself. And perhaps she could hemstitch some handkerchiefs for John, as part of his Christmas present. She could even, she supposed, take up knitting, though she hated women who knitted. Could she learn to make chic sweaters and sell them to a luxury market?


  Martha shook her head ruefully. She was too enthusiastic: all her ideas tended to become “follies.” She would have to curb this tendency or John would think her irresponsible. She remembered one Christmas, when she was married to Miles: she had got the pomander ball craze and had made four dozen pomanders out of oranges and cloves and sweet spices. They were supposed to be an economy; she was going to give them as presents. But Miles thought they were silly and they had all stayed in a drawer, tied up in silk ribbons, till they finally got burned up in the fire. She had not changed a bit. Given the slightest prompting, her mind began to indulge itself in woman’s page fancies. She loved domestic chores: the smell of furniture polish, the damp, hot scorch of fresh ironing. And she hated having her time hoarded and rationalized for her, because of her little bit of talent. She did not want to become what she called a machine à écrire. Drowsily, defiant, she laid down her terms. She did not propose to feed the child out of horrid jars of baby food; she would make beef teas and custards and purée vegetables herself, no matter how long it took. She had done these things for Barrett, when she was his stepmother. That was the only virtue of being married to Miles: the servants were always leaving, so that she had been able to housekeep without his interference.


  Now she could do it again. As these words passed through her mind, John stirred. His slender arm disentangled itself from the bedclothes; he peered sleepily at his watch. Remorse immediately crushed Martha. How selfish she was! What she had really been thinking was that now she would not have to finish her play. The baby was a reprieve. A gloomy look darkened her eyes. John would not let himself see how distasteful the play was to her. Actually, it was almost finished, but she had started rewriting it in order to stave off the moment when she would have to show it to him. Then he would know—what she herself had feared for two months—that she was merely pretending to write a play. But he was not interested in the truth, she had been saying to herself rebelliously, when she heard him go off whistling after he had settled her in her writing room: he was satisfied when he had her penned up in the little white room, going through the motions of writing. No wonder she looked on a baby as an escape into reality.


  But perhaps he was right, she hastened now to emend. Perhaps these qualms and doubts were only the natural by-products of artistic production. Perhaps she could really bring it off, thanks to him and his freshly sharpened pencils waiting for her in a glass on her desk, like a bouquet, every morning. Being pregnant, which already deepened her love for him, might make her try harder. There was said to be a euphoria of pregnancy, which might be beneficial to her writing. Yes, she said to herself, firmly: we will have the baby, and I will finish the play too. That will satisfy everybody.


  “Hello, darling,” she murmured, leaning forward to receive his kiss. All at once, her eyes widened; she swallowed and glanced aside. “What’s the matter?” he said anxiously, seeing the shadow cross her face. “Nothing,” said Martha, slowly climbing out of bed. “What would you like for breakfast?” In the kitchen, she examined the calendar, put water on for coffee, and then took her clothes into the bathroom, bolting the door. She was trying to remember when the Coes’ play-reading had been. On a Friday, she felt certain, and she had started menstruating on a Monday. But was it the Monday before or the Monday after? “When did you go to Boston?” she started to call out, but checked herself in time. It was strange that she could not remember positively and yet not strange, for, having no fear of pregnancy, she no longer kept track of her periods. She started to count on her fingers, ticking off this week, last week, the week before, but she found she could not count straight. Sweat stood out on her pale forehead. She tried to get at the date another way. She had had the curse, she remembered, one day when they had a picnic with Dolly, and John had warned her not to go swimming because she would get cramps. The water had been icy, so that it must have been late in October. Dolly had had the curse too. If John would only go out, she could call Dolly and ask when she had had it; Dolly was the sort of girl who kept track. But Dolly, of course, had no telephone. Warren’s mother’s death, she recalled abruptly. That would date it. She could call Jane after breakfast and find out for sure.


  At once, she began to feel better. There was no reason to worry until she had talked to Jane. She combed her hair and did it up. She looked at herself in the mirror and could see no difference in her face. In the kitchen, the water was boiling. She could hear John in the parlor, shaking down the coals. Everything was all right. She was certain, now, that the picnic had come after the play-reading. “What’s the matter, Martha?” He had been watching her while she squeezed the oranges. “Nothing,” she said, smiling. “Was I making faces? I was thinking about the play.” The play, she thought, wryly, was some good. He was used to seeing her brood about it.


  As soon as the breakfast dishes were finished, she went into her study and shut the door. It was no use calling Jane. Martha knew perfectly well that the picnic had preceded the play-reading. They had not had a picnic since the big storm that week end. She sat down at her writing-table and buried her head in her hands. How was it that she had never even considered the possibility that Miles might have made her pregnant? Without actually forgetting it, she had dismissed that night from her attention; John often said that she had an unconscious as strong as a horse. After the next day, the day Warren had left, she had hardly given Miles a thought. She was through with him for good; he held no further interest or terror for her. He was as dead as a clinker. And, strangely enough, except for the play, she had never felt happier or more secure with John. The air had cleared that night. She had stopped being haunted by the past, and John had stopped being haunted by the future. He had relaxed; she could tell from the way he slept. That was why it had seemed so fitting that they should have been rewarded this month with a child.


  It could not be Miles’s, Martha said to herself, boldly, hammering on the desk. Her feminine instinct, her very bones told her that it could not be. If it were Miles’s, she would be throwing up and rejecting it. She would not have waked up happy this morning. Statistically, all the chances were against it. If she had slept with Miles once during the month, she had slept with John repeatedly. If she were pregnant, it could not be Miles who had caused it.


  He simply could not be the father of an embryo inside her. Statistically or otherwise, the idea was too unlikely. It was well known that a woman could not conceive right after her period; that was what Catholics called one of the “safe times.” She and John had been making love all through the “fertile” days—the ovulation period. If she were pregnant, the baby must be John’s. It was the reason she had been seeking for their return to New Leeds.


  Martha frowned. She had not intended to write this morning. How could she be expected to with this uncertainty weighing on her? Nevertheless, to her surprise, she found herself inserting paper in her typewriter and beginning to type out the second act. It was two o’clock in the afternoon when John knocked at her door, with a tray of sandwiches and milk. “You must have had a good day,” he said approvingly. “Yes,” said Martha, with a start. It was true. She had had an amazingly good day; her “condition,” if it were one, had completely slipped her mind, and it only recalled itself to her, like a shadow, as she began to drink her milk.


  


  She did not think about it again till the next morning, when she woke to find that her breasts were still sore. This time, she was immediately conscious of an unpleasant, disturbing emotion, as if all night she had been having bad dreams. She rehearsed the same arguments, proving to herself that the baby, if there was one, had to be John’s. By the time she was dressed, she had convinced herself again. Again, she went to her study and wrote the whole morning, “losing” herself in the characters. In the middle of the afternoon, while she was marketing, she was positive that she had started to menstruate. But when she got home with the groceries, she found she was mistaken. That night they had dinner with the Coes. The next morning, she woke up rigid, literally scared stiff. Her only wish was to go back to sleep and dream that she had dreamed this. But she was wide awake.


  A baby was a baby, she said to herself suddenly. What difference did it make whose it was? No one would ever know.


  “But I would know,” she whispered. “Or, rather, I wouldn’t know. That would be just it.” Supposing, for the sake of argument, she were to let the child be born, without saying anything, what would follow? Assuming the worst, it might look like Miles; it might have red hair. But this was not the worst. If it looked like Miles, then at least she would know; other people would merely find a strange coincidence and somebody would talk about her Viking ancestors—Jane Coe or Miles himself. A new thought made her feel faint. If it looked like him, Miles would know! He would try to assert a claim on it, somehow. She would finally be what he had always wanted: the mother of his child. And even, she reasoned, if the child did not look like him, Miles might still decide that it was his. That is, if he thought about the dates. Fortunately, he was unnoticing in such matters: he could never remember that Thursday was the maid’s day off, and Sunday and Daylight Saving took him unawares, like giant firecrackers exploding under him as he sat, reflecting, on a sofa. But Miles was inconsistent; this one time he might notice and count back. In fact, with his suspicious nature, if a glint of the thought came to him, he would assume that the child was his, without further question. She could not tolerate this, even if it were only an inkling in Miles’s brooding mind. He would destroy all of them, given this opportunity. If he were to let on to John, John would probably kill him and go to jail for life. That would eliminate Miles, but she could not permit it. She would have to kill Miles herself.


  These melodramatic possibilities were not highly likely, but they could not be ignored. She could not run such risks. It occurred to her that she and John could leave New Leeds, leave the country, even, to get away from Miles. This, she recalled with bitter irony, was exactly where they had started, when she had thought of kidnapping Barrett. It seemed as if there were something preordained in their situation that wished to condemn them to eternal exile, like poor Vronsky and Anna, like the Duke of Windsor: “Vil spectacle aux humains de la faiblesse de l’amour.” And this was not the worst. The worst would be not to know herself, for certain, whose the child was. If John should ever find out, he would share this misery. She knew very well what they would do; they would set out to have another child at once, just as if this first one were a defective. And this first one, poor waif, would always be a special case. They would always be looking at it for a clue as to whose it was. Whenever it was bad, John would be sure it was Miles’s. She herself might love it too intensely, in order to compensate for the doubt. In any case, she could not trust herself to give it a normal life; for her, with her speculative tendencies, that would be impossible, no matter what her intentions. Already, she could feel pity for this unborn being suffusing her, and pity was very unreliable, as a guide to conduct. It signified a conquered repugnance.


  But all this, she told herself, was perhaps too abstract. When the baby was born, she might forget all these doubts and simply take it as it was, for its own sake. What if she and John had adopted an orphan, a foundling? They would not care for it any the less because its parentage was unknown. Ah, she replied: but there was a great difference between the totally unknown and a knowledge that has been narrowed to a choice between two possibilities. It would be idle to speculate about a foundling.


  


  By the end of the week, a new, unexpected factor had assumed control of the situation: inertia. Martha felt like a blob of matter decreed by the laws of physics to continue in its existing state of motion unless some outside force interfered. Waking in the mornings to know, even as her eyes opened, that nothing had changed, she promptly fell asleep again. In her dreams, she saw luscious images: white pitchers of milk and sheaves of the reddest roses. The delicious lassitude that was taking hold of her was presumably a symptom of pregnancy. She wanted to do nothing but sleep and let nature take its course. The need for decision lost its urgency. It was surprisingly easy not to think about the problem. And if she simply forgot about it and let the days glide by, as they were doing, she would find that it had all been settled for her. Nature, physiology, would take it out of her hands. She had only to announce, one of these mornings, that she was pregnant, to acquire the status of a privileged person. She would not be allowed to worry; the doctor, John, his relations would see to that. She would be carried resistlessly forward, as if on a litter, to childbed—a sensually tempting vision. She was not afraid of labor, and she liked the swollen looks of pregnant women, even the dresses they wore. Her hips were fairly wide, for a small girl; she was healthy. It would all be simple and normal. The lawfulness of the whole picture had a special charm for Martha.


  The obstacles in the path were too great, the other way. How could she have an abortion without John’s finding out? In the first place, she had no money. In the second place, she had not the faintest notion, any more, of how to set about finding an abortionist. There had been a drive against them since her last operation. Some girls, she knew, got their psychiatrists to certify them for a legal abortion, but she had never been to a psychiatrist. And how was she to go to Boston to start looking for an abortionist? John would want to know why. She did not even dare go to the doctor here in New Leeds to find out whether she was really pregnant. Somebody would be bound to see her in the doctor’s office. The next thing, John would hear. An actress she had played with was said to start herself miscarrying with a hatpin, but the thought made Martha quail. She did not have a hatpin, and in her present state of lethargy it seemed as difficult to procure one as to procure the services of an abortionist. Even if she got one, she would not know how to use it.


  She felt completely helpless and aware of her dependency on John. If she could only tell John, he would get her whatever she needed: a hatpin, ergot, a psychiatrist, a curettage. But the one thing she was certain of was that she must not do this, not even if she were dying. If everything urged her to have the baby, it was because, if she did nothing, he would never know. The deceit practiced on him would be for his own protection. And if she were to have an abortion, it would be his child she would be murdering, in all probability—the very child she had been yearning for. The word, abortion, coming from her, would blast his faith in human nature. And of course he would guess the reason.


  The marvel was that, so far, he had noticed nothing, so far as she could tell. He was full of gentle attentions because he thought she was absorbed in her play. This innocent chivalry was why he must never find out. He was too fastidious; his soul would never recover if he knew. He would not mind the act itself so much as the grotesque fact of pregnancy following on it: the horrible mess, the afterbirth, so to speak, of the act. He could not conceive that she would not have taken precautions. His strictness could not bear even small lapses in her, slips of memory. A lapse on this scale would send his whole world sliding into troll-land. If it had been anybody but Miles that she had slipped with, it would not have mattered so much. But he had saved her from Miles in the first place. Miles, for John, was the Other; that was how they had construed him together, studying his traits with wonder, as if in some old Book of Monsters. And for her to have lain with him, breeding, was a sort of hideous perversion, like sleeping with your wicked uncle.


  To Martha, as the person involved, it did not look quite that way, even now. True, she would much rather not have slept with Miles, but she could not pretend that the act itself awoke any deep remorse in her. In its consequences, it was horrible, but in essence it was only rather ludicrous, a misadventure. She still could not believe that having slept with Miles could make any difference to the true reality, which was her life with John. This true reality, surrounding her at every moment in the routines of their household, seemed to affirm that nothing could change: if she would only shut her eyes and forget, the bad dream would go away.


  Yet all the while the moral part of Martha knew that she would have to have an abortion because all her inclinations were the other way. The hardest course was the right one; in her experience, this was an almost invariable law. If her nature shrank from the task, if it hid and cried piteously for mercy, that was a sign that she was in the presence of the ethical. She knew this also from the fact that she felt no need to seek advice; what anyone else would do under the circumstances had no bearing. The moral part of her seemed to square its shoulders dissociating itself from the mass of weakness that remained. It was almost a social question, she observed with a wan interest: the moral part of her would stop speaking if she did not do what it commanded. But how, she cried out, weeping. How am I to do it, all by myself? There was no answer. The rest of her, the low part, apparently, was supposed to devise the methods. The lawgiver was impractical, a real lady, disdaining to soil its hands, leaving the details to its servants. Martha could have laughed aloud, except for the pride and awe she felt in the acquaintance. She would not have guessed she had so much integrity. In the midst of her squirming and anguish, there was a sensation of pleased surprise.


  


  The first step, she told herself, would be the easiest: merely going to the doctor, which would not commit her to anything. But she kept delaying. As long as she put it off, she could still live in hope and go to sleep at night, half-expecting her period in the morning. Several numb days passed before she found herself in the local doctor’s consulting room, having complained to John of peculiar pains in her stomach. At once, she was sorry she had come. The old office she remembered had been redone, in a modernistic style, with chromium and pebbly fabrics and paintings by the local artists. She sat facing the doctor across a blond wood desk. His voice was too loud; she had to ask him to lower it, because John was waiting outside. And right away the explanations began. She had to tell this stout, coarse young man with gold-rimmed glasses that she thought she might be pregnant but that she did not want her husband to know yet. He examined her perfunctorily and took a sample of urine to send away to the laboratory for the rabbit test. She could come back in three or four days. “Three or four days!” cried Martha. “In New York, they let you know in twenty-four hours.” A boundless irritation with New Leeds swept through her. It was not modern, only modernistic, like this awful furniture. “Can’t you tell me yourself?” She longed for the old doctor, now resting in the cemetery, who used to treat dogs and had no traffic with laboratories. “Why, it’s as big as an orange,” he always said, when the young wives came to him to learn whether they were pregnant. “Not at this stage,” said the young doctor. “I would only be guessing.” “What’s your hurry?” he went on jocosely. “You’ll have a good seven months to wait.”


  He became very ruffled when she asked him for some medicine. “Medicine?” he exclaimed. “We don’t give medicine for what you’ve got in there.” He gestured at Martha’s stomach. She had to explain to him, patiently, that she was pretending to have pains “in there,” so as not to upset her husband, who did not want a baby, and that if she had pains in her stomach, it would be reasonable for him to give her medicine. “Colitis,” she suggested. “Let’s say I have colitis. You could give me some bismuth.” But the doctor seemed upset by Martha’s capable manner; she sounded as if she knew his trade better than he did. “I can’t give you bismuth when there’s nothing wrong,” he objected. “Pink pills, then,” said Martha. “The old doctor up here always gave pink pills.” “I don’t have my own pharmacy,” the young man replied coldly. Martha was getting angry. “What do you give people who have imaginary illnesses?” she demanded. “You must have something.” Imaginary illnesses, nowadays, he said, were treated with psychology. He evidently thought she was crazy, but in the end, he gave in and wrote her out a prescription for a mild sedative; her nerves, he acknowledged, were on edge.


  What Martha disliked most, during the next few days, was playing the part of a semi-invalid. John’s concern was an awful reproach to her; she was reminded, uncomfortably, of how annoyed she had been with him when he had cut his hand. The cut had healed badly, leaving a jagged scar, so that he had a poor opinion of the doctor. It was all she could do to keep him from sending to Trowbridge for another doctor to examine her. This kindness and solicitude, so undeserved, tempted her to reveal everything. She hated to see him deceived in a person, even if it was herself. But when her tongue stirred, to tell him how wrong he was to love her, her lips remained sewed up, as if by a darning needle. And, as she told herself, there was still a chance that she was mistaken.


  


  But of course she was right. She nodded when the doctor told her and was aware of a certain melancholy satisfaction even as her limbs turned icy, sweat broke out on her forehead, and the room reeled and went black. “Nervous strain,” she murmured, gripping the cold metal arms of the chair. The doctor had jumped up, to help her to the bathroom. “I’m not going to throw up. I never throw up when I’m pregnant.” She blinked the tears from her eyes. He wiped her forehead. All at once, she found herself talking. He was stupid and he could not help her, but she had to tell someone what she was going through. The doctor listened to her account; he seemed less shocked than startled. He had no idea of who she was, evidently; she did not name Miles but spoke only of a “man.” The doctor slowly polished his glasses. “And how many times did this happen?” “Only once—I told you,” said Martha. “I believe in marital fidelity.” The doctor nodded. His portly pink face grew thoughtful. “When was this in relation to your last period?” He looked at the sheet of paper where he had written out the case history. “A day or two after it.” The doctor rubbed his jaw. “It seems like you’re in the clear, then,” he commented. “The chances are a thousand to one against your conceiving at that particular time. You say you had relations with your husband afterward, during the month?” Martha nodded. “The chances are a thousand to one that it’s his child you’re carrying there.” He pointed to Martha’s stomach. “Are you sure?” said Martha. Hope surged up; she leaned forward. “We’re never sure,” said the doctor. “Now and then we get a woman whose ovulation picture is different. You understand, you can’t conceive until there’s an egg there to be fertilized. That doesn’t happen till around the middle of the month, as a general rule.” “But how do I know I’m not an exception?” said Martha. “You don’t know,” said the doctor. “But the chances are that you’re not. Go ahead and have your baby. Forget about the other man. He doesn’t count, statistically.”


  Martha sighed. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell myself,” she confessed. “I feel sure it isn’t his, somehow.” “Well, go ahead then. You’re a healthy, normal young woman; you ought to have an easy time. You and your husband want children, you say.” “I did,” said Martha sadly. Her shoulders slumped. There was nothing he could tell her that she had not told herself, without avail. He could not give her certainty, only probabilities, which were no help in the lonely instance. She was listening now merely from politeness. “Go ahead, then,” he repeated, trying to infect her with his optimism. “You’re not in love with this other fellow?” “God, no,” said Martha. The doctor laughed at her vehemence. “You’ve got nothing to worry about then. Your husband will never know, unless you tell him. This other man won’t know. No psychological complications.” “You forget about the child,” said Martha, abruptly. “I would never have a normal attitude toward it, myself. I couldn’t, not knowing. Don’t you see?” The doctor frowned and straightened a photograph on his desk—his wife and children. “No,” he said. “Even if this had happened later, toward the middle of the month, my advice to you would be the same. Don’t mess around with an illegal operation. They’re dangerous. Your case isn’t as unusual as you seem to think. It happens to lots of women, respectable women too. A few drinks; husband’s away. . . . You know. They go ahead and have the baby and everybody’s happy.”


  Martha looked skeptical. “I don’t see how they can be,” she said. “Not knowing. Even if it’s a thousand to one.” “Why do you want to ‘know’ so much?” said the doctor, wonderingly. Martha threw out her hands in a helpless gesture. “I just do,” she said. “It seems natural to me to want to know. How would you feel if your wife had a child and you weren’t sure whose it was?” “I wouldn’t think about it,” said the doctor, flushing, as if he were uncertain, underneath. He brought his pale fist down lightly on the desk. “You think too much; that’s the trouble with you.” Martha smiled. “Is that your diagnosis?” she said. “Absolutely,” said the doctor, with more assurance. “What do any of us know when it comes down to it? Even in medicine. It’s all a mystery. Why are we here? What does it all mean?” He made a vague, swinging gesture with one arm. “Heredity, what do we know about it?” he continued. “Mendel. Darwin. Then some scientist over in Russia tells us that acquired characters can be transmitted. Better not to worry about it. Live your life. ‘A little knowledge is a dangerous thing.’ ” “ ‘A little learning,’ ” corrected Martha, automatically. She glanced curiously at the doctor. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him if he knew the Coes. He was not at all a bad sort of person, she decided. He was certainly trying to be kind to her. Yet he took it for granted that she should be willing and able to practice a lifelong deceit on her trusting husband. “You honestly don’t understand how I feel about this?” she said in a troubled tone. The doctor shook his head. “I don’t get it,” he said. “And I don’t think your husband would either,” he added, in a brusquer voice. “He wouldn’t approve of you having a dangerous operation. A criminal operation. You could go to jail.” Martha got up. The thought of John steadied her. “No,” she said. “You’re wrong. He would feel just as I do.” Love made her radiant. “So what will you do?” said the doctor, rising too. “I don’t know,” admitted Martha. “Naturally, I’m scared to death. I’ll have to find someone . . .” “I can’t help you, you know,” he said stiffly. “Remember, if you get in any trouble, I advised you against it.” “I know that,” said Martha. “You’ve been very kind, listening.” “You don’t realize how lucky you are,” he burst out. “What if you weren’t married? Then you’d have something to worry about. Think it over.”


  He opened the door to the waiting room. John was not there; he had gone off to get the car checked. Martha sat down with an old copy of Collier’s and thought of what the doctor had said. She knew what he meant by his last remarks. Next to her, on one of the straight chairs, sat the girl who used to work in the notions shop, big with child. She had been swelling up, month after month, in full sight of the post-office loungers and the old women sitting in their windows on the main street. It was not an unusual case in New Leeds. Every year produced its quota of unmarried mothers. In a few weeks, this girl would go away to have her baby, under the auspices of a charity in Trowbridge, and then she would be back, stolidly pushing her baby carriage down the main highway, while one of the idiots, bearing a special delivery, skipped along beside her, cackling and gabbling. The ceiling of her ambition, if she could not bear the town’s impassive scrutiny, would be to board the infant at the local baby farm, a run-down bungalow with a long rickety porch, across from the iceman’s, which advertised its business by a long clothesline of diapers flapping in the wind. There the babies could be visited, unseen by anyone but the iceman’s incurious family.


  Martha sighed, avoiding the girl’s eyes, which rested, without expression, on Martha’s pale, neat hair and gray cloak and polished black walking shoes. The girl did not detect a sister under the skin. It was strange, Martha reflected: these girls seldom considered adoption, except within the family, with a married brother or sister. The idea of escape did not even present itself; they accepted what had happened to them without making any resistance. Beside her, Martha felt guiltily exotic to be even thinking of an abortion. “Behave so that thy maxim could be a universal law.” The quixotic thought occurred to her that she owed this girl an abortion if she was going to have one herself. But it was not so easy as that. The girl’s figure boldly announced that it was far too late. And, in any case, to get the money for herself would be as much as Martha could manage. To indicate fellow-feeling, she smiled affectionately at the girl, who smiled back shyly, disclosing a missing tooth.


  Twelve


  


  MARTHA’s hopes had been pinned on Dolly. She could not help thinking that fate had arranged for Dolly to be here, now, when she was needed, instead of off somewhere in Europe. The last abortion Martha had heard of had cost six hundred dollars, but that was in New York; she felt sure she could do better in Boston. Five hundred was as much as she dared ask Dolly for, in any case, since she did not know how or when she would be able to pay it back. Even that much, she feared, might make Dolly gulp a little, for Dolly, though inured to being borrowed from, was scaled, Martha knew, to the small loan. Dolly would be horrified to hear the price of an abortion, just as she used to be shocked to hear what Martha paid for her dresses during the period when Martha was acting. She would feel it was one of Martha’s extravagances. Nevertheless, she would have to be asked. If Martha shrank from it, as she drove along the road to Dolly’s cabin, it was not because she expected refusal, but simply from shame at what she would have to reveal. She was going to tell Dolly the truth.


  Having nerved herself for this, she was conscious, chiefly, of gratitude when Dolly broke the bad news to her before the first, faltering sentence was fully out of her mouth. She would not have to tell now, thanks be to Heaven. Sandy Gray had been ahead of her. It was Dolly who went red with embarrassment, as though she were making a confession. She had been “helping” Sandy with some improvements in his house. He was putting in heat, for Ellen, who was coming back in a few weeks. Dolly had had to apply to her trustees for an advance. Martha inwardly, so to speak, raised her eyebrows. She and John had had an estimate on heat. Sandy, she calculated, must have nicked Dolly for five hundred dollars, at the very least, if he was only having a floor furnace. She could not but admire his audacity, even while she froze with terror at what this meant for her own predicament. Her mind seemed to split in two, as if she were under an anesthetic that permitted her to watch herself being operated on without feeling any sensation. One part of her was perfectly motionless; the other was listening to Dolly and storing up details and her own commentary, to give John as soon as she got home.


  Ellen, she said to herself, impatiently. Ellen will never come back to him. Ellen, in actual fact, if Dolly only knew, was coming back here to stay with the Hubers. Martha had had it from the vicomte, whom she had met just now in the post office. Ellen’s return, according to the vicomte, had a purely commercial motive. Her alimony had been cut off, finally, and she was bringing back some Mexican tin bric-a-brac for him to sell. Her hope was to get the Hubers to set her up in a shop of her own, selling Mexican wares to the summer trade. She had found a man in Laredo who would help her smuggle things across the border. The vicomte, who was usually so bland, had turned very malicious this noon. The Hubers were his pigeon. He followed Martha out to the parking space, sprinkling libels as he went, like a fat priest with an aspergill. Had Martha heard about the custody case? Did her friend know Sandy Gray was impotent? Martha made a motion of disbelief. “Oh yes, my dear girl, positively,” the vicomte assured her, with a cough. He had had it, he attested, from Margery at the grille.


  This bit of gossip was printed on Martha’s mind as though in blurred type. Warming herself by Dolly’s kerosene heater (a new acquisition, she noted absently), she tried to feel concern for what was happening to her friend. Dolly looked badly, very peaked and worn. Her little breasts seemed sunken under her pale-blue shirt and black sweater. Her eyes were sunk back too, and that bright, inflamed look, as though she had just been crying or having her cheeks scrubbed by an angry nursegirl, had become almost too real. Outside, it was a beautiful day, one of those extraordinary days in November, in which the pale-blue sky and the pines reflected in the ponds created a tropical illusion, of palms and blue lagoons. Dolly should have been out painting, but she stood, hugging herself by the stove, with a lackluster air, like a shut-in. Her collections of seashells and fish skeletons had been dismantled; a bunch of cattails stood awry in a milk bottle. The sun’s rays showed crumbs on the table. In the kitchen, through the open door, Martha could see a gallon jug, half empty, of the vicomte’s cheapest white California. A slight smell of wine was noticeable on Dolly’s breath. She had been giving Sandy lunch, she said, as if explaining herself. He was not working at the scallop place any more. He was trying to write an article.


  Martha nodded stiffly. Her affective side was not working. She had dragged poor Dolly down; they were both submerging in a horrible quicksand. But this perception sent no message to her sympathies. She could only note and wonder. Her main sensation was one of constraint, which she tried to cover with a manner of formal politeness. Sandy had a writing block, Dolly was saying. “What is he doing?” Martha brought out, with an effort. In her present state, it hardly surprised her to hear that Sandy was supposed to be “discovering” Warren Coe for a women’s fashion magazine. Miles had fixed it up. At the mention of Miles’s name, Martha felt herself blanch. “Oh?” she said, smiling painfully. Yes, Dolly went on, with brightening eyes. Miles had been splendid. He had such immense energy. He had persuaded Sandy that the time had arrived for him to make his come-back as an art critic. He had sold Sandy and the article in a single, forceful long-distance call. Dolly could see that he must have been a very good editor. He had even managed to get Sandy a small advance.


  Ridiculous as it was under the circumstances, Martha immediately felt jealousy of Miles. “Yes,” she said curtly. “Miles is very enterprising. He should have been a salesman.” “Oh, Martha,” said Dolly, sadly. “He likes you, really. He asked a lot about you and seemed concerned about how you were.” Dolly’s coaxing look, pleading with Martha to soften, made Martha tremble with a sense of injustice and betrayal. The vision of Miles, magnanimous, and Dolly, talking her over, was really too much. “Go on,” she said tensely. But that was all there was to it; Dolly had seen Miles and he had asked how Martha was. It had come up because they were looking at the portrait. Sandy had wanted Dolly to see it again and take some notes; she was helping him with the article. She was doing the first draft now, to get him started, and then Sandy was going to go over it and put in the ideas.


  A peal of genuine, incredulous laughter came from Martha. “Dolly!” she began, in fond exasperation. Her voice fell abruptly silent, as a wave of panic struck her. That was the way it had been taking her, during the past few days, in waves, like assault troops. It had happened in the parking area while the vicomte was talking. The reality suddenly grasped her and picked her up and pounded her, like a roller on the beach. But this time it was much worse, for up to now she had had the thought of Dolly to fall back on. It was only now that she fully realized that she would have to go home empty-handed. “Are you feeling sick?” she heard Dolly cry. Martha shook her head and pulled herself to her feet. “No,” she said. “I just remembered something. I have to go now.” They walked to the door. “It’s a beautiful day, don’t you think?” said Martha, gazing down at the pond. “What did you want the money for?” Dolly suddenly asked. “Nothing,” said Martha. “I’ll tell you some time. It was just one of my ‘ideas.’ Don’t tell John I asked you.” “Is it the mortgage?” said Dolly, with a face of concern. “If you could get them to wait till next month. . . .” “No,” said Martha. “Nothing like that. It was only something I wanted. Don’t worry.” Martha’s natural honesty made it hard for her to hide the fact that something was indeed the matter. But it would be only weakness, she reflected, to tell Dolly now, when there was nothing Dolly could do. To keep herself from giving way, Martha spoke in a dry, half-satirical, almost unpleasant manner that Dolly took as a rebuff. “I’m awfully sorry,” she muttered. “If you’d only asked me first.” “Never mind,” said Martha, warmly. The thought that she was still preferred to Sandy Gray made her feel momentarily better.


  


  That night, for the first time, she could not get to sleep. She lay rigid, thinking, without hitting on a single idea that seemed feasible for more than the instant it took to turn it over. How was she to get the money when there was no one up here she dared tell? Her friends in New York seemed too far away, and she was afraid to use the mails lest a letter fall into John’s hands. Moreover, she had no excuse for going to New York in person. Boston was different. With her adaptation opening in Cambridge, John, she had decided, would not be too surprised if she announced that she was going up to see the final rehearsals. Her own play was almost finished; her spurt of work last week had accomplished miracles. There was one rough spot in the first act left to polish and then she would be done. That was the awful irony of the position. Their purposes in coming to New Leeds had been fulfilled; her play was done, more or less, and she was pregnant. It was like a fairy tale, in which you got your wish, but in such a way that you wished you had not wished it.


  Yet out of this recognition issued a new temptation or rather the same one in a “higher” form. When fate, in the shape of Dolly, refused her the money, was this not to be understood as an order to accept what had happened and submit her soul in peace? In straining after an abortion, was she not seeking the impossible: to undo the past? That was precisely her criticism of the people here in New Leeds, the Sandy Grays et al. They refused to acknowledge the reality of the past; they were not accountable for their actions. In her case, to be accountable would be to have the baby.


  Her head turned restively on the pillow. No, she said to herself. The past could be undone, in certain conditions. It could be bought back, paid for by suffering. That is, it could be redeemed. The money she had somehow to get was a material token of the price she had to pay for having the past obliterated. Or for having its consequences obliterated; the past itself was indelible. If suffering was the real coin demanded, there could be no doubt, Martha considered, that a genuine transaction was taking place. She was suffering horribly, more than she could have imagined possible. She felt completely exhausted by the struggle that was going on, not so much in her as on her, as though she were a battlefield torn by conflicting forces. Every time ground was gained in one place, the action started up in a new spot. Her taut muscles ached, with the effort of lying still, so that John would not sense that she was wakeful. Her head ached; her heart pounded. This very weariness and malaise gave rise to false hopes. A tempter’s voice hinted that she might have a miscarriage if she merely kept on agonizing and took no positive steps; miscarriages ran in her family—her mother had had several.


  It was the reasoning power of the adversary that she found most intolerable. She was almost ready to have the baby, to put a stop to this arguing. She felt as though she were present, against her will, at an interminable discussion. It was like a night at the Coes’ raised to a pitch of delirium, with captious voices pleading, “Explain to me, why not? Give me one reason why not.” The medieval temptations, with all the allures of gluttony and concupiscence could not, Martha thought, have been half so trying as the sheer dentist-drill boredom of listening to the arguments of the devil as a modern quasi-intellectual. Under this badgering, she could not prove she was right, while the devil had proofs innumerable that she was wrong. That was how she knew he was the devil, but she was too tired to demonstrate that. He made chains of propositions; he argued from statistics and from norms and from social history. A Whig lady told her that she was being middle-class: it was vulgar to worry about the paternity of one’s children. The vicomte coughed. Sandy Gray announced that she was not “a real woman,” in his glowering, miasmal voice. Miles told her she did not really want a baby and was using this pretext to get rid of it.


  In this awful din, Martha found herself reciting phrases from the Bible and from literature. “Father, let this cup pass from me.” “All may yet be well.” “And is there one who understands me?” Lying beside John, she was conscious of her utter solitude. He was the only one who could divine what she was going through, and he was the only one, alas, in whom she could not confide. She pressed herself close to him, feeling his heartbeat, and wept.


  


  The next afternoon, as soon as John was gone, she started walking rapidly to the Coes’. It was her only chance to see Warren alone. John would be away for several hours, photographing a house down the peninsula for a new piece he was doing on carpenter Gothic. Jane was away too; she had gone to Trowbridge to the dentist. Despite her determination, Martha was nervous. When the Western Union man gave her a lift part way, she had the feeling that she was being hurried onstage before she was ready. She felt suddenly shy of asking Warren because of Miles’s “discovering” him. It seemed to her, now, that she should have thought of this herself. Warren was a much better friend of hers than he was of Miles. Why had it never crossed her mind to do something for him? She and John knew editors too. Comparing herself to Miles, she felt that she must appear ungenerous. It was true that once or twice she had tried to awaken some interest in Warren’s work among young art critics of the Eighth Street circle, but she had not pursued the effort when she met with no response. Her excuse had been that she was not sure enough of her own opinion. Miles was too grand for such details.


  “Let the public decide,” was what he had told Warren, it seemed. She found Warren in his studio, with a mourning band on his corduroy sleeve, sitting on the broken sofa in a state of despondency. Contrary to what Martha had expected, he was not at all pleased with Miles’s activities on his behalf. His easel stood empty. He had not been able to work, he said, for nearly a week. He did not want to be discovered yet. He was not ready for it. It threw off all his calculations. And it had opened a gulf, he confided, between him and Jane. Jane, being a woman, was pleased as Punch, naturally. They had been spatting for days. He saw Jane’s side of it, but Jane did not see his. Miles said the magazine was going to send a photographer, which meant that Warren would have to take all his work out of storage and notify the insurance company. That was only a bother. He could get a man to help him clear out the studio to make room for the paintings; the old bicycles and the washing machine and the deep-freeze and the dishwasher could stay outside, for the time being, under a tarpaulin.


  The worst was having to choose what paintings he wanted reproduced. Jane did not realize the seriousness of that. It involved a revaluation of his whole artistic development. To do that honestly, the way it ought to be done, would require six weeks of solid thinking. And just now he had started on a new phase; something the Lamb girl said had set him off. He did not want to interrupt himself to think about his past work. If he were really honest, he might want to reject his past completely.


  “You can’t reject the past,” said Martha, in a somber voice. “You don’t think so?” cried Warren eagerly, brushing off a chair for her to sit on. “Explain that a little, will you?” Martha smiled and sighed. “Not now,” she said. “Another time.” Warren’s blue eyes were full of hungry disappointment. Martha made an effort; this, she reminded herself, was very important to Warren. “I think Miles is right,” she said carefully. “Let the public decide. Pick out an assortment of the things you think are best, in their own terms. The public may like a style you don’t like at all now. But you can’t help that. It wouldn’t be fair not to show them. That was you once.”


  Warren nodded. “Jane says the fission ones are too dark to reproduce well technically. How do you feel about that?” “They are dark,” assented Martha, without interest. Warren leaned forward. “But Miles thinks I should put the emphasis on the fission series. On account of your portrait, I can understand that, of course. But the funny part is, now that that phase is behind me, I feel further away from it than I do from my middle period.” He waited. “That’s only natural,” said Martha, aware that she was supposed to comment. “Is it really?” cried Warren. “Of course,” said Martha. “In the theater, I always hated my last performance.” Warren sat very still. “I hate to remind you, Martha, but you told me just the opposite a few years ago. Then you said every artist likes his latest work best, like a mother with her youngest child.” “Oh,” said Martha. “Did I? Yes, I remember.” Actually, what she recalled saying was that an artist liked his weakest work best, but she did not want to repeat this on the present occasion. It shocked her a little to realize that, having come to borrow money from Warren, she was only dishing up what she thought he would like to hear.


  If he knew this, he would be cast into despair. He was very much upset because Sandy, who was doing the article, had not even come around to look at his recent painting. “How can he write about me when he doesn’t know what I’m doing now?” Martha laughed. As always, with Warren, she found herself amused and interested, despite herself. He appealed to her didactic instinct; she could not resist setting him straight. “It really doesn’t matter,” she now told him, half severely, “what Sandy says, as long as he praises you. You mustn’t expect anything more. I learned that in the theater.” Warren looked horrified. “But that’s just ‘puffing,’ ” he exclaimed. “I can’t lend myself to a thing like that. I was counting on some real criticism.” Martha grew impatient. “Don’t be greedy,” she said. “The main thing is for your pictures to be seen. They’ll never be seen if you sit here hungering for the ideal disinterested critic to come and discover you. Take what you can get.”


  Warren’s eyes dilated. “I’d rather wait till I’m dead,” he said. “That’s what I’ve been telling Jane. I don’t want to be recognized in my lifetime. I know that now. My work is here. Some day, perhaps, somebody will find it and value it.” Martha caught her breath. Warren’s small figure was tense; he held his clasped hands aloft; a noble fire flashed from his eyes. Perhaps, she said to herself, this ridiculous, rapt person will really turn out to have been a great artist, and we are all too earthbound to see it. “But why, Warren?” she said gently. “The man who finds you in the future may be a fake too, like Sandy Gray. There’s no reason to think that the breed of art critics has been improving.” “That’s not the point,” said Warren. “I’ll be beyond it then. And I won’t be influenced in my work by what the public sees in me. That’s what I’m afraid of. Of starting to copy myself, like Picasso, because one of my styles catches on.”


  “That’s a danger,” admitted Martha, gravely. “But if you’re brave enough to paint all alone and wait for posterity, you ought to be brave enough to risk being influenced by the public’s response. Every artist faces that problem. Some master it.” Warren shook his head. “I might not be one of those,” he said simply. “But you have to take that risk,” argued Martha. “You’re creating a set of very artificial conditions here.” She waved her hand about the studio, with its derelict machines. “You might as well be painting in a time-capsule. That can’t be right for your work. An artist has to have some reality-check. If you don’t get it from nature, you have to turn to an audience.” But Warren insisted that he was only interested in his own inner development; what happened outside, he had concluded, was just static.


  The thought occurred to Martha that Warren was afraid of being judged by an audience. He had been neglected so long that he now clung to that condition, like a prisoner fighting off attempts to free him. But she liked Warren too well to want to believe this. She preferred to think that he was a martyr to his own literalness and simplicity. It was another case of his taking in a strict sense everything he heard and read; the dangers of fame, the need for dedication had been made too vivid to him. In one way, he had no imagination; in another, he had far too much. He visualized too readily; every text sprang into illustrations before his boyish eyes. But of course he was a painter.


  Martha gritted her teeth. She had to speak some time. “Warren,” she said abruptly. “Have you any money of your own? Any that you could lend me? I’m in terrible trouble. That’s why I came to see you today. I don’t want Jane to know.” Warren hitched himself forward and looked around the room quickly, as if to make sure they were alone. “What is it, Martha?” he whispered. She raised her eyes and met his searching gaze. “I’m going to have a baby.” She drew a deep breath. “I don’t know whose it is.” Warren lowered his eyes; he laced and unlaced his fingers as he sat slumped on the couch. She could hear that he was breathing heavily, like a dog. His face was averted, but she saw, in profile, the white flare of his nostril and the grim set of his lips. She was done for, she presumed. She had foreseen this possibility. Middle-class morality was very strong in Warren. He saw red, as he put it, when a friend exceeded the speed limit. And he was prissy about casual sex. Love, for him, was the only sanction. Yet she had asked him rather than Jane just because he was moralistic. No matter what he thought, he was too high-minded to betray her confidence. Jane would not be shocked, but she would tell the whole village. “Was that supposed to be a secret?” Martha could hear her artlessly cry. Watching him now, Martha remembered how fond he was of John and how idealistic he had always been about their marriage. She supposed, without caring much, that she had broken his heart.


  


  Warren unclenched his jaws. “Miles?” he inquired, in a toneless voice. Martha bent her head. “How did you know?” Her head hung heavy; she had never thought that Miles would tell anyone. “I saw it,” said Warren. “Saw it?” cried Martha, turning scarlet. “At the play-reading,” confessed Warren, with a shy, kind look at Martha. “I couldn’t help noticing that there was something between the two of you. Miles’s nose got purplish; it always does when he’s amorous. A painter notices those things. And you were a little high.” “High?” exclaimed Martha bitterly. “I was more than high.” “Not really,” said Warren, reassuring. “You hadn’t reached the glassy stage. But I was afraid for you.” “Oh,” said Martha. “Did Jane notice all this too?” Warren nodded apologetically. “Good God!” said Martha. “I wish I were dead.”


  Her voice rang out in the big studio. “Me too,” said Warren. “I ought to be shot.” “You?” Warren’s head bobbed. “It was my fault, when you come down to it. I should’ve let you go home when you wanted to. I was getting such a kick out of listening to you and Miles. I’ll never forgive myself, Martha.” He suddenly picked up an ashtray and hurled it against the wall. “That’s what I’d like to do to myself,” he said, in explanation. “Poor Warren,” said Martha sadly. “Don’t take it so hard. I didn’t have to stay. The real mistake was mine. I never should have come to dinner. John and I should never have come here in the first place. I knew that.” “You always said so,” agreed Warren. “But I never could see why.” “Now you see,” said Martha, with a mournful stare.


  Warren knitted his brows. “Not altogether,” he admitted. “Show me the logical connection. Just because this happened this once. . . .” “It didn’t have to happen. Is that what you mean?” Warren nodded. He was waiting, modestly, for Martha to assemble her thoughts. He wanted a “proof.” “No,” she said. “It wasn’t necessary, in the philosophical sense. It was contingent. Everything in human behavior is contingent.” “Then how do you know—?” began Warren. “I don’t ‘know,’ ” exclaimed Martha, suddenly out of patience with Warren, who even at this moment had to feed questions to her as if she were an IBM machine. “But I do know, in the plain ordinary sense. Something bad was bound to happen, if I had any feelings, if Miles had any feelings. Any fool could see that. That’s what’s wrong with you, Warren. That’s what’s wrong with this horrible place. Nobody will admit to knowing anything, until it’s been proved. Sandy Gray can pass for a decent man here because the contrary hasn’t been proved yet, to the community’s satisfaction. He’s ‘only’ had four wives run away from him. That isn’t a fair sample, statistically, you can remind me.” “Only three,” emended Warren. “The first one died, you know.”


  Martha groaned. “ ‘Only three,’ ” she said. “You act as if the human race had learned nothing, as if everything were possible, as if we could all start on a new phase every day. Or a new wife. It’s all the same. You take up a doubting posture. But you don’t really doubt. You just ask questions, like a machine.” Her voice rose, in slight hysteria. Warren looked at her in consternation. “Forgive me,” she put in. “But it’s true. And the whole world is getting like you, like New Leeds. Everybody has to be shown. ‘How do you know that?’ every moron asks the philosopher when he’s told that this is an apple and that is a pear. He pretends to doubt, to be curious. But nobody is really curious because nobody cares what the truth is. As soon as we think something, it occurs to us that the opposite or the contrary might just as well be true. And no one cares.”


  “Don’t you think that’s the effect of advertising?” ventured Warren. “I mean, the companies make all these claims, and nobody believes them, so that when you come right down to it, the ordinary person gets pretty darn skeptical. He wants to question every big assumption that’s offered him.” He smiled brightly. “I suppose that could be a bad thing if you wanted to look at it that way. I never thought of that side of it. But how would you fit in Socrates?” Martha groaned again. “Socrates,” she said, “assumed that the ordinary person knew something. The problem was to get the ordinary person to remember what he already knew. Socrates showed that by demonstration when he got the slave boy to work out, for himself, a problem of mathematics.” She broke off. “What are we talking about?” she said crossly. “Warren, I have to have an abortion.”


  Warren nodded. “You see that?” she cried, wonderingly. “Why, yes,” said Warren. “It goes with what you’ve just been saying, doesn’t it? You care about the truth. You don’t want to have a baby when you don’t know whose it is.” “Exactly!” sighed Martha, with joy. “I began to think nobody would understand it.” “I’m not very bright up here,” said Warren, tapping his head, “but I know you, Martha. You couldn’t stand a situation like that. From your point of view, that would be hell on earth. A person like Jane”—he twinkled—“wouldn’t be bothered at all. When the baby was born, she’d have blood tests to find out who the father was.” Martha looked at him in surprise; she had not thought him so perceptive. She laughed. “It would be almost worth it,” she said, “to make Miles submit to giving a blood sample. He has an awful fear of the needle.” Warren’s eyes lit up with boyish glee; sadly, then, he renounced the picture. Despite the gravity of the occasion, he and Martha were on the edge of giggles, like children conspiring, as they started to map out a campaign. The need to be ingenious and secret, in the face of danger, made them lightheaded; it was only when they came to speak of John that they were altogether serious, for they did not look on him as an enemy. To Martha’s relief, Warren took it for granted that John should not be told. He applauded Martha’s decision as in the interests of the public safety. Twenty years ago, he told her, when he was John’s age, he would probably have killed Miles if he had got Jane in this fix.


  Warren, unfortunately, had very little money of his own on hand; it was Jane who held the purse strings. His tiny inheritance was managed by her mother’s man of business. And Jane, he agreed, had better not know. Miles, Warren said, logically, was the person who ought to pay. Contrary to Warren’s principles, he was boldly taking sides. Inside himself, he confessed, he was hopping mad at Miles. Martha was glad to see this, despite her better nature, but she was also mystified, for she had not told Warren a word about the circumstances of her fall. He assumed Miles was in the wrong, and the reason, it turned out, was simple: Miles, said Warren, darkening, had evidently neglected to take precautions.


  Martha laughed, but actually she had to admit that her own view was not so different from Warren’s except that it was herself she blamed, not Miles. It was an explanation but not an excuse to say that, trying to have a baby, she had got out of the habit. She ought to have thought. This failure to think was what she could not forgive herself. And it was what John would not forgive her if he were ever to find out. Warren did not agree. That was the man’s duty, he said sternly; the woman was at his mercy. “Amn’t I right?” He folded his arms.


  “I guess so,” said Martha, weakly, not wanting to lose her champion over a quibble. But she would rather die, she declared, than have Miles know what had happened. If Warren told him, she would kill herself. It was a question of her honor, as John’s wife, that Miles should never know what straits he had reduced her to. Her tears suddenly gushed out; she cried from self-hatred and an abrupt conviction of the hopelessness of her efforts to salvage a little honor—for that was all it amounted to—from the abominable mess she was in. Warren drew out a handkerchief. “I’m not going to tell him,” he repeated, soothingly, as he wiped her face. He had a better idea, he confided, when he finally could get her to listen.


  Miles had not paid for the portrait yet. Tomorrow, without telling Jane, Warren would go to Digby and collect the purchase price from him. This would more than pay for the abortion. Warren would bank the rest under his own name; later on, if Martha could not pay him back, he could tell Jane some fib to account for the difference. Miles would never suspect and it was not Jane’s business, Warren announced heroically, how he spent his own money.


  But it was Helen who had bought the portrait, objected Martha, looking up. Warren might find it very awkward to ask her under the circumstances. She was not the guilty party. Warren shook his head. Helen, he said, had the money, but Miles was the real arbiter. If Helen did not pay for it, Warren would take the picture back. Miles would not want that because it might frustrate his scheme of discovering him. Warren’s enthusiasm gradually persuaded Martha. She sat up and rearranged her hair while Warren ran into the house to fetch her a cigarette. The possibilities of collecting a large sum of money from Miles seemed unreal to her, on the face of it, but everything seemed unreal: her condition, her visit to the doctor, this cabal in the cobwebby studio. And it was true, as Warren said, that Helen Murphy had money and that they did owe for the portrait. Why should it seem unnatural that Warren would expect to be paid? If there was a lingering strangeness in the situation, it was the strangeness of New Leeds, which submitted everything that passed here to its own angle of distortion. She could not help feeling, moreover, that there was a kind of convincing poetic justice in what Warren proposed. Warren’s very goodness and simple, open heart made her trust in him, like some visionary little friar. It was right that Miles, who had been treating himself like a Renaissance condottiere, pillaging the countryside from his stronghold, should finally have to pay up. Warren was one of those people, God’s disinterested innocents, who had a right to appear humbly at the doors of the mighty demanding reparation.


  


  In Digby, the next morning, Warren was directed to Miles’s study, up above the gymnasium. Downstairs, where the portrait hung, the baby was standing in a play-pen, in charge of a native girl. Helen was busy, taking dictation from Miles. In his role of creditor, Warren felt a little uncomfortable, claiming to be a friend to see Mrs. Murphy. When Miles heard his voice, he yelled at him to come up. In trepidation, breathing quickly, Warren appeared at the head of the spiral staircase. But Miles was in high good humor, freshly shaved and scrubbed and smelling of lotion. He was wearing rimless spectacles and a big white wool dressing gown, with a green cord; his feet were in brown suede booties with a fleece lining. He sat at a huge table, which was covered with books with markers in them. Helen, in a plain dress, was in a low chair beside him, holding a pad in her lap. The tower room was lined with bookcases and filing cases. There was a dictionary-stand and a pair of library steps, as well as a bird-cage, containing a strange black bird, like a raven, Warren thought. The room was rather cold, and a revolving electric heater stood by Miles’s side, warming his bare calves. Little dishes of water were placed all around the room: Miles had a phobia about the air being dehydrated. Glass jars full of something that looked to Warren like mold stood on a shelf; lately, Miles had been interesting himself in natural history, which doubtless explained the bird. Miles was probably observing its habits.


  Warren could not help feeling excited by the scholarly apparatus of Miles’s sanctum. “I don’t usually see people in the morning,” Miles explained, with a kindly look over his glasses. He supposed, naturally enough, that Warren had come about the article. “See Sandy about it,” he advised. “Get him to go over your pictures with you. Tell him what to write, if you want. Don’t let him patronize you. When it’s finished, I’ll look it over and fix up the spelling and punctuation.” Warren tried to indicate that this was not his purpose in coming, but Miles did not seem to hear him. “Don’t worry,” he genially roared. “It’s going to be a great thing for you. But you don’t want to let it distract you from your work. You ought to be home, at your easel, at this hour, instead of gadding around. What are you painting now? I’ll be down to see you one of these days. Give my love to Jane.” Having fired these remarks at Warren, he settled his glasses on his long nose and picked up a book from the table. His lips moved slightly as he read. It was plain that Warren was supposed to be off now. So as not to disturb him, Warren began to talk to Helen in whispers.


  “Money?” Miles exclaimed, immediately looking up. “What money?” Warren blurted out that he had come to be paid for the picture. Miles stared. Helen’s hand went out impulsively to a checkbook that Warren could see lying on the table. She started to look for a pen. “Of course,” she murmured. “Right away.” Miles raised a hand. He was smiling. “Just a minute,” he said. “Jane told Helen there was plenty of time. I don’t know that we can swing it this month.” He glanced affably at Warren. “Why don’t you leave me your bill?” he proposed. “Then Helen can take care of it when she does the accounts next month.” Warren swallowed. Owing to Martha’s condition, the word, month, had acquired a terrible significance for him. He did not know what to say. Miles was looking at him in such a friendly, unconcerned way, as though the subject were closed. “But I need it now, this month,” Warren declared, in a thin, squeaky voice, turning humbly to Helen. Helen’s long thin hand went out again, capably, for the checkbook. “Nonsense, old man,” Miles interrupted, with a slightly irritable laugh. “You and Jane are rolling in it. I’m a poor man, comparatively, with a lot of expenses. I’ve still got the car to finish paying for and I’m still buying books for my work.” A testy note came into his voice; he fitted a cigarette into his holder. “You can see for yourself,” he went on, flourishing the holder. “I’ve had to advertise for most of this stuff. I’ve got a couple of rare-book dealers running things down for me.”


  Warren felt like a moneychanger as his eyes, following Miles’s gesture, took in the array of books on the shelves, most of them in foreign languages, Greek, German, French, Latin, Italian, rare editions, doubtless, and all in fine bindings. These books must have cost Miles a fortune. And they were necessary to Miles’s work, for which Warren still felt a keen respect. His eye lit on a tiny volume of Kierkegaard: “De omne dubitandum esse,” he read. His loyalty to Martha wavered for an instant. He remembered how good Miles had been to him, how generous he had been with his library. Jane was a bit stingy about books. They were dust-catchers, she said. It was cheaper, according to her, to join a library that would send you any book you wanted. But she always forgot to send them back, so that Warren was ashamed to use their memberships. He yearned to borrow that Kierkegaard. If he asked for it, Miles would press it on him. People said Miles was mean about paying his bills, but perhaps he was really strapped, as he was saying now. Warren’s gaze went wistfully to Helen. “But if Warren needs it, dearest,” she murmured.


  Miles pulled up his dressing gown and put his hands on his hips. “Why would he be needing it?” he said, with a suggestion of a brogue. Warren blinked. He had not been prepared for Miles to ask him his reasons. “I have a lot of expenses too,” he said gamely, “in connection with my mother’s estate. My uncle needs cash to settle it. He doesn’t want to sell now, with the market down.” He felt a momentary pride in this story, the first he had ever invented; it had just the right amount of truth in it, he considered. “Why don’t you ask Jane?” inquired Miles, sensibly. Warren gulped. Now that he thought of it, it seemed a logical question. “I can’t,” he said wretchedly. “I can’t ask her to sell stocks, either, till the market comes up again. She’s done so much for me.” “She married you,” said Miles. “Why should you turn to me instead of her?” “Because you owe it to me,” Warren brought out faintly, blushing up to his eyes. He could see Miles’s point of view perfectly. From Miles’s point of view, he looked a real son of a bitch, yes, a son of a bitch, coming down here to dun Miles, just to save a few filthy dollars on the stock market. He would not blame Miles if he never spoke to him again.


  A nerve began to twitch in Miles’s shaved pink cheek. His foot came forward in its bootie and kicked the heater off. “Look here, Warren,” he went on, still patiently. “You’re going to make a lot of money thanks to Helen buying that portrait. Sandy’s article is going to put you on the map. As soon as that piece comes out, dealers will be beating a path to your door. Wait and see. I know how these things work. Why, man, you ought to pay Helen for her vision in buying that picture. A picture of Martha, mind you, my former wife. It took generosity for Helen to do that.” “I know that, Miles,” put in Warren, sadly. His fifty summers turned to fifty winters; he was withered with shame at his importunacy. He could see that he was putting Miles’s back up every time he spoke. “By the way, how is Martha?” he heard Miles say in his most Jovian tones. “She’s fine,” said Warren, coloring again. All at once, he remembered that it was Miles who ought to be blushing. This thought, when he concentrated on it, brought his blood to a boil. “Why, yes, you might say,” Miles continued, winking, “that you owed Helen money. It’s the turning point of your career. Now don’t get excited,” he added, pacifically, noticing that Warren’s fists had clenched. “I don’t mean that Helen isn’t going to pay you. That was just a jeu d’esprit. Let’s say she gives you a couple of hundred next month and a couple of hundred the month after. That’ll see to your Christmas stocking.” “No,” said Warren.


  “Perhaps I could give him something now, Miles,” Helen intervened. “No,” said Warren. Hectic spots burned in his cheeks. “A couple of hundred won’t do.”


  Miles cinched in his robe. Under Warren’s fascinated gaze, a change began to take place in him. He swelled, as if inflating with air, like a balloon slowly distending. As he swelled, his cheeks got redder and his eyes, two green gimlets, receded into their fleshy upholstery. “Why, you’re off your chump, man,” he said. “Nobody buys pictures that way. Ask any dealer. They sell them on tick. Don’t you know that much about your own trade? I’ll tell you what’s the matter with you.” “Hush, darling,” said Helen anxiously. “You mustn’t let yourself get excited. Warren doesn’t mean—” “Hush, yourself,” said Miles, in a strange, rough voice. “Don’t try to run me. Go on downstairs, to your child. Tend to your knitting.” Helen retreated, with her pad, smiling fixedly at Warren, as if apologizing for herself. She did not go all the way down. Warren heard her footsteps pause, somewhere in the middle; she was listening. Tears stood in Warren’s eyes; he wanted to punch Miles and make his crooked nose bleed, for the way he behaved toward women. “I’ll tell you what’s the matter with you, Coe,” Miles repeated. “Your head’s got too big for your hat. You’re suffering from delusions of grandeur. I ought to have expected this. When Helen told me the price you were trying to put on that painting, I set it down to temporary insanity. I was sorry for you. Here, I said, is a decent, modest little chap who’s so starved for recognition that his first sale unhinges him. ‘Don’t argue,’ I said. ‘Just keep the painting and let him come to his senses. The price is merely symbolic; he’s too much of a gentleman to play a friend for a sucker.’ Frankly, I thought you’d consider yourself lucky to collect on the quarter-dollar. He needs ego-satisfaction, I said to myself, and I drummed up this magazine piece for you. Sandy thought I was bats when I first put the idea up to him.” He paused to let this sink in; his thin lips were set in that narrow, cruel line they had when he was drunk. Warren, across the desk, accepted blow after blow to his vanity without flinching; the only thing that hurt him, really, was to be called “Coe.”


  He did not mind what Miles thought of him as an artist; it was his friendship that was bleeding away, in this eyrie, while the silent bird swung in its cage and the gold lettering of the books shone. “Mind you,” Miles continued, in even tones, “none of this affects my attitude toward your work. I can see you for what you are, as a man, without losing faith in your picture, downstairs. As a human being, you’re a wretched little rentier and a leech. I’ve put up with you for ten years, having you pick my brains whenever you and your frau invite me over to put on the feedbag. But you’re a damned fine draughtsman. I always said so. I say it again. And I’m going to pay you for the picture. Don’t think I’m going to default on it. I’ll pay you what I think it’s worth, in my own sweet time. If you don’t like that, you can sue me. Now, go on, peddle your papers.”


  He took up a book and pencil and swung sideways in his swivel chair. Warren did not move. Miles finally looked up, as if casually, and discovered him still there. “Well?” said Miles. “Give me my money or I’ll take the picture back,” said a low, threatening voice issuing from Warren. He was re-testing the theory, which had not proved true in boarding school, that all bullies are cowards. Miles leapt up. “Helen,” he yelled. “Come up here, damn it! Get this bill-collector out of my study.” Warren’s fists, which had doubled up in self-protection, did a little dance. “Helen!” Miles bellowed. “Coming,” a faint voice answered. They heard her footsteps on the stairs. Warren’s fists fell; his shoulders slumped. He could not hit Miles in front of his wife. And Miles would probably refuse if Warren invited him to step outside. “I’ll take back the picture,” he declared wildly, as he cast a last vengeful look at Miles and started to run down the stairs, nearly bumping into Helen, who swerved aside to let him pass. He came pounding into the gymnasium and rushed up to the portrait, which seemed to look askance at him with its curving ironical smile. His threat, he recognized, had been perfectly idle. He could no more remove the picture than he could beat up Miles. It was too big.


  Even as he tugged at one corner of it, he admitted defeat. The picture began to teeter. Carefully, Warren set it straight. He was afraid that if it fell, in the heavy frame Miles had put on it, the crash would disturb the baby. He smiled wanly at the little creature, wiggled his ears, and softly took his departure. His heart was downcast, because he had failed Martha, but he could not help feeling a mite of satisfaction. Just for one minute, Miles, with his dumbbells and his Indian clubs, had been afraid of him.


  He sat, conscientiously warming the motor, in the Murphys’ driveway. He was not thinking, yet, of the terrible things Miles had said to him, which made him feel sorrier for Miles, almost, than he did for himself. He was concentrating on the money. And all at once he saw, very simply, how he could get it.


  Thirteen


  


  YET NOTHING connected with money was easy, Warren discovered. When he drove up to the bank in Digby to try to borrow on his mother’s estate, he found that Jane’s signature would be needed. The best thing, he decided reluctantly, was to call up his aunt’s husband in Savannah. The old man, as the executor, was still pottering around, paying the debts and the taxes, but he certainly ought to be able to advance Warren something on his share of the principal. Warren got a pocketful of change and settled himself in the payphone booth in the Digby drugstore. As usual, the circuits were busy, and the first connection was bad. Then his aunt’s husband, when Warren could finally hear him, was not much nicer than Miles. In his mock-courteous Southern style, his uncle wondered that Warren should be in such a hurry to get his mother’s little bit of money, when he had not troubled to hurry to her funeral. Warren, his uncle observed, was quick enough to use the long-distance today, but when his mother died, a little old night letter had been good enough.


  Warren had grown up on his aunt’s husband’s obscure sarcasms, which had been aimed at his artistic tendencies, and he now felt like a boy again, charged with crimes he was not aware of having committed. “Night letter?” he cried, over the humming of the wires. “I don’t know what you mean, Uncle Chet.” He ransacked his memory. “Jane sent a telegram.” “Your aunt got a night letter,” Warren’s uncle retorted. “Seemed to us you might have telephoned, instead of waiting all that time.” “There must have been a mistake,” yelled Warren. He would have to ask Jane about it when he got home. But then he remembered that he could not ask her: he could not let her know that he had talked with his uncle. “Why didn’t Aunt May mention this when I was down there?” he piteously wanted to know. He was fond of his aunt, and it desolated him to think that she had been harboring a grudge against him. “She didn’t want words at the funeral,” replied his uncle. “Tell her there was a mistake,” pleaded Warren. These misunderstandings had been typical of his boyhood, as the only child of a widowed lady, with cousins and in-laws ceaselessly putting their oar in to trouble the waters. It was this very uncle, childless himself, who had decreed that Warren should go to military school. These memories, of bafflement and helplessness, made Warren nearly drop in the phone booth.


  “Uncle Chet,” he cried. “Listen. Forget about that, just for a minute. I have to have some money, right away.” “What you need it for?” his uncle’s voice came sharply. It was the same trigger-tone that Warren could remember, from thirty-five years ago, when Warren had asked his mother for extra pocket-money to buy, it was revealed, drawing materials. He had lacked the gall to lie and say he wanted a baseball mitt or any of the manly articles that his in-law would have approved of. “I can’t tell you,” he said now. “But it’s awfully important. A matter of life and death, just about.” His uncle made a dissatisfied sound. “You’ll have to give me more than that to go on, Warren,” he said grudgingly. “I’ve got my duty to the estate. I’m not going to go and sell shares just to please you.” “You could borrow from the bank,” argued Warren. “You got banks up there, I suppose,” said his uncle, satirically. “Your mother always claimed you married a wealthy woman.” “I can’t tell Jane,” said Warren, instinctively lowering his voice. “What’s that?” said his uncle. “I can’t tell Jane,” repeated Warren, as loudly as he dared. “It’s a private matter. There’s a girl up here, a friend of mine, in trouble.”


  “In trouble?” exclaimed his uncle. “You mean . . . ?” “Yes,” desperately cried Warren. There was a silence. Then a dry chuckle came from the other end of the line. “Well, well,” said his uncle. “I didn’t think you had it in you, Warren. I guess you’ve reached the dangerous age.” “It’s not me, Uncle Chet,” protested Warren. “No, no,” chuckled his uncle. “It was two other fellows, I suppose. No call to apologize. I won’t let on to your aunt. How much do you need?” Warren reflected. It was up to him, he saw, to accept his uncle’s mistake. “Five hundred dollars,” he said bravely. “You better make it seven.” “Sounds like you’re being blackmailed,” commented his uncle. “No,” said Warren. “Oh, no. This girl is what you’d call a lady, Uncle Chet. Things are more expensive up here—doctors and all that.” “How far gone is she?” inquired the old man. “About six weeks,” said Warren. “Maybe seven. I’m not sure.” He whitened as he saw the implication: did his uncle realize that Warren’s mother had died just over six weeks ago? “Umm,” said his aunt’s husband. “You’re in a hurry then. How shall I get the money to you?” Uncle Chet’s savoir faire stunned Warren; he had never thought of this difficulty himself. Any letter that came, Jane would open as a matter of course, if she found it in the post-office box. “Golly,” sighed Warren. “I don’t know what to tell you. This is an awfully small place.” “I could send a bank check,” ruminated his uncle, “in a plain envelope, addressed to some friend of yours. You got any bachelor friends?” Warren canvassed his circle of acquaintances. There was Paul, he decided. Paul was supposed to be trustworthy; Jane said he knew everybody’s secrets. “Paul de Harnonville,” he spelled out the vicomte’s name for his uncle. “Airmail, registered?” said the old man. Warren hesitated. If it were registered, they would notice it at the post office. But they might notice it anyway. Still, what if Jane were to come by while Paul was signing for it? “Better plain air mail,” counseled his uncle. “I’ll try to get it off this afternoon.” “You’ve been a prince, Uncle Chet,” said Warren, warmly. “Don’t mention it,” said the old man. “You should have told me right off, instead of beating about the bush.”


  Warren was wringing wet when he emerged from the phone booth. His knees wobbled as he came out into the sunlight and started to cross the street. In the distance, he recognized Harriet Huber, with a shopping bag, and he ducked behind a telephone pole. He was afraid to be seen coming out of the Digby drugstore; it might be guessed that he had been making a telephone call there. He felt that his complicity with Martha was written all over him, and he attributed unusual insight to every native he saw. He was not known in Digby, but this very fact, he feared, would imprint him, as a stranger, on the minds of the Digby population. They would all remember that a small gray man in corduroy had been in the drugstore an exceedingly long time.


  


  It was only one o’clock when he parked in front of the New Leeds liquor store. Warren felt he had lived centuries since he had got up in the morning. His experience with Miles, just by itself, would take him a lifetime to digest. Miles had told him some home truths in the course of his tirade. Was he really a leech and a brain-sucker? He supposed he was, as a matter of fact. Martha had implied something like that, though in a politer way. But Miles had killed a precious part of him—the nerve of intellectual curiosity. He would never be able to ask a serious question again. Some time, much later, he would talk all this over with Jane. She would be bound to find out, before long, that he had tried to collect for the painting. And he would have to produce some reason to explain his behavior, without implicating Martha. The number of lies he was already committed to made him question his sanity. Was this he, he asked himself wonderingly. He wanted to call up Martha, to tell her what had happened, but if John answered the phone, he would have to prevaricate again. If he called here, from the drugstore, the girl at the fountain would hear him, while if he called from home, when Jane was in the village, there were the neighbors on the party line. Yet he was not sorry for what he had undertaken. It was worth it, to know the truth, worth it, to help Martha. He felt honored that she had asked him.


  Paul was out to lunch. Warren found him in the grille and indicated that he would like to speak to him, alone, when he was finished. Warren was too excited to eat anything himself. The vicomte nodded and handed him a rusty key. “Meet me in the shop.” Waiting in the dark antique shop, amid the dust of marble and the smell of worm-eaten old furniture and moldy upholstery, Warren felt very adventurous, though a little queasy inside. The shop, he thought, had a secretive, almost criminal atmosphere, as though any shady deal could take place here. It occurred to him, suddenly, that the vicomte would know where to find an abortionist.


  Paul, when he came in, was not at all perturbed at being asked to serve as a letter-drop. “It is not the first time,” he said equably. “You would be surprised. This little shop is very convenient, for all kinds of business. You have a little affaire, I suppose, something you do not wish to tell Jane.” “Not exactly,” said Warren. “It’s more of a commission, you might say. Something a friend has asked me to take care of. I can’t tell you without betraying his confidence.” “Of course,” said the vicomte. “I have no wish to pry. It is very serious, this commission?” “Very,” said Warren, with feeling. “I see that,” said the vicomte. “A check will come in the mail,” explained Warren. “When it comes, will you call me up? We ought to have a signal, I suppose.” “Naturally,” said the vicomte. “That goes without saying. When the letter comes, I will telephone that I have a new shipment of wine I want you to try. I will have the letter in the liquor store.” “I don’t suppose you could get the check cashed,” said Warren. “It’ll be made out to me, a bank check.” The vicomte pondered. “If you indorse it, I could take it to Digby. Or Trowbridge, if you prefer.”


  “I’ll pay you for your trouble,” volunteered Warren. “If you wish,” said the vicomte. “It doesn’t matter. I am always glad to do a service for my friends. Living here, all alone, I can so seldom repay hospitality. How much is the check, if I may ask?” “Seven hundred dollars,” said Warren. The vicomte raised his fair eyebrows. “Someone is to get a present, perhaps?” Warren studied his sneakers. “Don’t tell me,” said the vicomte. “I prefer to guess. It has to do with a lady. Possibly a married lady who is to get an expensive present her husband doesn’t know of. That is Maupassant—a little out of fashion. Or possibly it is not a lady. Someone has stolen something, and restitution is to be made, on the q.t.” Warren said nothing. Paul, he perceived, really meant it when he said he did not wish to be told. He closed his blinking eyes, like a medium, and put a fat finger to his forehead, seeming to relish, voluptuously, the sense of mystery with which he himself was enveloping this request. “Or could it be a girl? An unmarried girl who finds herself in trouble, as we Americans say. Pauvre fille. I am sorry for her. Possibly I can help. There is a doctor, a refugee, in Boston, who will sometimes take such cases.” Paul took his wallet from his pocket and slowly thumbed through a grimy collection of business cards. “Here,” he said, handing one to Warren. “This is the man. A nice old fellow. A Jew. His father was physician to my family. The son cannot get a license to practice in this country; he is too old to pass the examinations.” Warren gave the card a gingerly inspection before handing it back to Paul; the doctor’s name and address were firmly stamped on his memory. “Thank you, Paul,” he said. “But it isn’t that kind of trouble, this time.” He gave a daring laugh. “Ah well,” said the vicomte, indifferently, “so much the better. I will not have a sin on my conscience. Blackmail, could it be?” He continued his ruminations. “Some little irregularity, a taste for young boys?” His round blue eyes revolved over Warren, who had a painful sense of shock. Between his uncle and the vicomte, he stood convicted as a regular Cellini. What horrified him most was the way it was taken for granted that anything was possible, for a respectable married man. He thought of what Martha had said yesterday, about how everybody mistrusted appearances and yet no one really cared what the truth was. “Blackmail,” mused Paul, still studying Warren with an air of connoisseurship, “is rather rare here, in New Leeds. It is many years since we have had a case of it. Emotional blackmail, yes. The other kind, no. The community is so tolerant that a blackmailer could not make a living here. I’ve often thought of this, Warren, in a speculative way, to pass the time. I am ideally situated, you might say, to make a profession of blackmail here. As a Catholic, I receive many confessions; you atheists take me for a priest, though I cannot give absolution, naturally. Then there is my work in the liquor store and my work in A. A. When I go around to buy furniture for the shop, I see a good deal. But if I were to try to capitalize my knowledge, I would not make a penny.” He lifted his huge shoulders. “It is a community of glass houses. One can only sit by and watch. Now and then there is a soul to be saved.”


  “Excuse me,” ventured Warren. “But how do you reconcile your religion with what we were just talking about? I mean, that card you wanted to give me. I thought you Catholics were against that sort of thing.” “Officially—ça va sans dire,” said the vicomte. “But I am not the church, my dear Warren. I am only one poor sinner. I believe in works of charity. Here is a poor Jew in Boston who is deprived of his means of livelihood. It is only a work of charity to put him in touch with a poor girl who will be disgraced if she bears a fatherless child. The church frowns, but God is merciful. He winks, I think, at such cases. I commit a little sin, but God will forgive me, probably. I do not pretend to know. Only God knows what he will do with my soul. I will have to wait and find out. I am not in a hurry.” “That’s awfully interesting,” said Warren. “Do you really believe in a life after death?” “Naturally,” said the vicomte, with an air of astonishment. “I am a Catholic.” “But how do you reconcile that—?” “Reconcile, reconcile,” pronounced the vicomte, impatiently. “That is all I hear from you atheists and Protestants. ‘Paul, how do you reconcile . . . ?’ I do not need to reconcile; I leave that to God. On earth, I am agnostic, though I keep the sacraments. In Heaven, I will be a believer, for then the meaning will be revealed to me. In Hell, if I am sent there, I will have to believe too; that will be my punishment, to know that I am a scoundrel for all eternity.” He sighed. “What is the expression? It will all come out in the wash.” He looked at his watch; it was time to open the liquor store. Warren followed him out of the shop.


  


  Three days later, in the waning afternoon, John Sinnott sat in Martha’s study, trembling with anger. The front door had just banged; she was hurrying down the hill to the garage. For the first time in months, they had had a violent quarrel. Martha had provoked it, deliberately, out of nothing. The phone had rung while she was typing out her manuscript, and she had jumped up to answer it, though he had told her over and over to leave the phone calls to him, when he was in the house. It was never anything important enough to justify her interrupting her work, especially now when she was almost finished. She had promised to let him read the play before she went to Boston, the day after tomorrow. But she would not have it ready if she kept jumping up and down. This time, it was only Warren on the phone, with an invitation to tea, which Martha immediately shrilled at him to accept, though they were already committed to have dinner with the Hubers. One invitation a day, they had agreed, was enough; there was no reason why they could not see the Coes tomorrow instead. But Martha had flown into a passion when he, paying no attention to her, told Warren to make it tomorrow. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to, but I’m going,” she had breathed, defiantly, snatching the telephone from him to tell Warren she would come, alone.


  This frantic avidity for social life seemed disgusting to John; it was unworthy of Martha. If she could have seen how her pretty face looked, contorted with rage and terror at the idea of missing a social engagement, she would have bowed her head in shame. Beside himself, suddenly, John had tried to force her to look at herself in the long mirror in the parlor. But she had twisted out of his grasp and fled to the bedroom. It was the nearest they had ever come to blows, and he had felt instantly sickened. Half remorseful and half sullen, he had waited for her to make up with him. But when she came out of the bedroom, finally, all dressed, she said she was sorry yet she made no effort to coax him to come to the Coes’ with her. In fact, he got the impression that she was secretly glad to be rid of his company. She was itching to be off, and when he pointed out that there was no hurry, that if she would wait, while he dressed and shaved, they could stop in at the Coes’ for a minute, on the way to the Hubers’, Martha said coldly, “I don’t want to wait for you. You always take so long.” His anger had risen again. It was almost dark, already, and she was not a good driver; he hated to have her take the car over these roads at night. “I’ll come back for you,” she said, “in time to start for dinner.” And now that she had made sure he was not coming, she had reached up to give him a kiss. “I know it’s dull for you,” she murmured, “listening to me and Warren.” “Go on,” he said icily, pushing her away. “Enjoy yourself. I bore you. I ‘always take so long.’ ”


  Then the door banged, and he had rushed furiously into her writing room, minded to do something destructive. He pulled her manuscript page out of the typewriter, flung it to the floor, and started to type out the heading of a letter. He was going to write to the real-estate agent to put the house on the market. When Martha came back, she would find him packed to leave. He was not going to dinner with the Hubers under any circumstances. Martha had been too peculiar lately, running off to visit people the minute he was gone, complaining of being ill and then insisting she was well again, wanting to go to Boston, and dropping into fits of abstraction several times a day. She had even, Dolly had told him in confidence, tried to borrow some money from her. And now she could not wait a minute while he changed his clothes and shaved. The sound of his electric razor irritated her, probably, though she had delighted in it when she had first known him, as a contrast to Miles’s lather and old Gillette. All this restlessness must mean that she was finally tired of him; after seven years, he was no longer a novelty for her. What she really wanted, probably, though she did not know it, was a new man. The thing they had always said, about the seven-year term, was true. He could tell it himself. As his anger subsided, and he could examine his feelings for her, he discovered only an emptiness, a great hollow of disappointment. He could see her virtues, objectively, but they did not speak to him any more; another man, who did not know her as he did, might find her attractive and winning. He picked up the manuscript sheet from the floor and carefully smoothed it, glancing idly at the lines of dialogue. The temptation to read her play, to punish her, was very strong for a minute, but he set it aside. It would not be fair to read it, when he felt so sad about her. He added the sheet to the pile of manuscript on the writing-table.


  Just then the door opened, and Martha appeared. She hurried across the small room and flung her arms around him. “I love you,” she said. “You were thinking I didn’t.” John nodded somberly. “I couldn’t go off and leave you thinking that,” she said. They looked at each other steadily. “I really do,” she said. Her eye fell on the typewriter and traveled to her manuscript. She mistily smiled. “You were going to read my play, to get back at me,” she announced. John laughed unwillingly. “I thought of it,” he admitted. “But you couldn’t be so cruel,” she said reproachfully. “No,” he agreed. “I can’t hurt you, Martha. You’re too vulnerable.” He put his arm around her, lightly, resigned to this fact. “And is that such a deprivation?” she asked, with a faintly quizzical look. “Yes,” he said, speaking honestly. “I’d like to feel free to hurt you.” “How strange,” said Martha, thoughtfully. “That’s very different from me. But I can see how it might be dreadful, never to be able to hurt somebody, like a horse being hobbled. That’s why you feel so shackled. It must make you hate me.” “Sometimes,” he confessed. Martha hesitated. “If I gave you good reason to hate me, would it help, would you feel liberated from these constrictions?” “Possibly,” said John, dryly. She gave him a very searching look and sighed. He distinctly read her thoughts. Her poetical temperament was wondering whether she could “drive him away” from her, like some great tragic heroine, while her prosaic self balked, like a little mule. He laughed. This conscientious transparency of Martha’s was why he could not hurt her. “Go along,” he said, and Martha went, with a troubled backward glance.


  He sat staring mechanically at the sheet of paper in the typewriter, on which he had written the date. All at once, everything was clear to him. He had the clue to Martha’s strange behavior. It was December, and she was thinking about Christmas. That was why she was going to Boston; that was why she had tried to borrow money from Dolly. She set foolish feminine store by anniversaries and holidays and loved to prepare surprises. She had been sad and abstracted lately because they were short of money and because she was determined, nevertheless, to buy him some extravagant, absurd Christmas present. Their first Christmas in their new house! That was precisely how Martha would think of it. She had made herself sick with worrying over her romantic contrivances; that was probably what had been wrong with her stomach. And now, undoubtedly, she had some scheme cooked up with the Coes, which was why she had been in such a hurry to answer the phone and to go off there, herself, without him.


  He was torn between relief and exasperation. It lightened his spirits to realize that Christmas was the only thing that was the matter with Martha. At the same time, he could have screamed at how typical this was of her. She had always made a fuss over Christmas. In their little apartment in New York, they had always had a Scandinavian-style Christmas tree, with round Swedish cookies and colored candies and gingerbread men and walnuts gilded by Martha, and real candles, of course, burning in holders that had belonged to her grandmother and had been sent on, from Alaska, when her mother died. It had been extremely pretty, but dangerous; their apartment was a firetrap, and whenever the tree was lit he had had to stand by with a bucket of water and a fire-extinguisher, which Martha laughed at. And the candies and cookies on the tree invariably attracted mice; she insisted on keeping the tree up until Twelfth Night. There were always heaps of presents, expensive ones, from the very best shops. She rejoiced in having things specially made for him. And there was always a Christmas dinner party, with a goose and snappers for the guests. He could not deny that he liked this passionate festivity, but only because of her, because it transported him into the northern fairy world of her childhood, with real elk and reindeer and icicles. But he did not care at all about getting presents. This year, her play would be present enough, if she gave it to him in manuscript covers, with a dedication. He had told her this months ago, and she had agreed, but now she had gone back on her word, obviously, and was borrowing money they could not afford to give him something he did not want. He wondered, irritably, what it was she had in mind. An expensive phonograph, perhaps, like the one the Coes owned? Or some foreign books bound specially in violet bindings? Or could she be thinking (he shuddered) of giving him heat for Christmas, so that he would not have to fix the fires and the stoves? John shook his head; that was not quite right. Martha always preferred to give something solid, that could be opened under the tree.


  And what was he to do? To stop this folly, peremptorily, or let her have her way and pretend not to notice what she was up to? She would grieve if he prevented her. For Martha, a bare Christmas would immediately become symbolic of the notion that their love had fled. He remembered, now, certain mournful, deep looks she had been casting at him, when she thought he was not observing her. These looks he could now decipher; they meant that she was being sorry for him because she had not yet thought up a way of getting money for his Christmas. Her obstinate, childish heart refused to learn that he was really indifferent to such things. It was only with her brain that she philosophized. A rueful tenderness plucked at his sleeve. Martha’s dreams and discontents, her plans and projects, were those of a young girl, whom he could still picture, on roller skates, with her book-strap. To her, reality still spoke a “little language,” like the language of the flowers, or of precious stones or apple seeds. Sooner or later, she would have to grow up, he reflected, but in a way he would be sorry to see it. The child in him, even in anticipation, fought against losing its playmate. Would he accept a “womanly woman,” calm as a Roman matron, in exchange for this precocious, learned, bold sister, who was always outshining the other pupils, thinking rings around them, as Dolly had once said, describing Martha in the classroom? For some reason, John suddenly felt melancholy grip him, like a pain in the heart. He saw them all as children, like babies pickled in bottles: Warren, a wizened boy, Jane a middle-aged schoolgirl in bloomers, Dolly, prim, in a hockey dress, himself on a rocking-horse charger, Martha. He put a fresh piece of paper in the typewriter and wrote: “Martha, I love you, but life is serious. You must not spend any money on Christmas.” He drew a heart and signed his name. She would find it in her typewriter in the morning.


  


  Martha had the money in her pocketbook, and the name of a doctor in Boston, which Warren had written out for her. She was in an exalted mood. The night was bright and starry, though there was no moon. She was almost at the end of the ordeal, she said to herself calmly and joyfully as she backed out of the Coes’ driveway, with Warren’s flashlight beaming “Good luck” at her. They had urged her to stay and have cocktails with Eleanor Considine, the local poetess, who was coming to have dinner with them. But she wanted to get back to John. Eleanor Considine, a woman of fifty, with dyed red hair and a long amatory history, was a cautionary example of everything Martha was trying not to be. She had run away from a conventional husband, out west in Cincinnati, and married a young man, who had died of tetanus, all alone, in Mexico, from a cut she had neglected to have attended to. She had been married again several times, once to her original husband, who supported the several children she had picked up en route. She was now after the vicomte, who could give her a title, she said; she had set her cap for Miles and gone to him as a patient, after Martha had left him. Nothing fazed Eleanor, as her friends delightedly remarked. She had a rough, ringing laugh and an artless, witty candor; she confessed her misdemeanors to everyone, on first acquaintance; her truthfulness excused her, it was commonly felt. And she was always scribbling something, plays in verse, mock epics, love poems, elegiacs, vers de société; when she was on the wagon, she came to parties with a notebook in which she took down the conversation. Like Martha, she had a good ear, and many people still nervously agreed that she might do something eventually, even while they smiled at her pretensions to seriousness. But she insisted on regarding Martha as a rival, and Martha did not want to see her, even though, as the Coes said, she was getting old and deserved pity.


  Tonight Martha could not tolerate the presence of anything petty. She was very much moved by what Warren had done for her. All she had heard from Warren, until today’s telephone call, was a hurried injunction to stand by: the money would be coming. Just now, while Jane was in the kitchen, he had related to her in an undertone the events of the past seventy-two hours. A gentle pride had emanated from Warren: he was proud of his aunt’s husband, proud of the vicomte, proud of his own subtlety in eliciting the name and address of the doctor, proud, even, in a curious way, of Miles, for behaving so terribly. Everybody, including Miles, had been prodigious.


  This was what Martha felt herself, a sort of wondering gratitude, not only to Warren personally but to life itself, which suddenly revealed a new dimension, like Warren’s outer space, beyond the shining galaxies. She could not help thinking that she was in the presence of the sublime, which was of course the verge of the ridiculous. Happiness misted her eyes as she drove along the sand road; a hymn tune came to her lips. Despite the doctor’s caution, she was not in the least afraid. Abortionists, she had always heard, did their task much more proficiently than licensed doctors, and why shouldn’t they—they had more practice at it. In two days, it would be over. After it was over, she might possibly tell John. Perhaps she owed him the truth, so that he could hate her if he chose to. For a moment, back in her writing room, she had almost spoken. But now, with her mind very clear, she saw this impulse as sentimentality. Once it was all over, John would not hate her for what she had done; in fact, he would admire her resolution and fortitude. The only person he would hate would be Miles. Therefore, there was no reason to tell him unless she wanted praise at the price of peace in the community. Yet it would be good to have truth between them again.


  In any case, she did not have to decide yet, and however she decided, it would be all right. She suddenly knew this, without knowing how she knew it. But it was an unmistakable certainty. In a matter like that, she could trust herself. For the first time in years, since the summer she had married Miles, she could say this aloud. She said it, and her wonder grew. She had changed; she was no longer afraid of herself. That was the reward of that fearsome decision, which no longer seemed fearsome, now that it was behind her. She laughed and stepped on the gas. “Integer vitae, scelerisque purus,” she sang, thinking of Warren. Around a blind curve ahead, she saw the faint reflection of the headlights of a car, coming rapidly toward her: Eleanor Considine, doubtless. Martha slowed down and hugged her own side of the road. As the car crashed into her and she heard a shower of glass, she knew, in a wild flash of humor, that she had made a fatal mistake: in New Leeds, after sundown, she would have been safer on the wrong side of the road. “Killed instantly,” she said to herself, regretfully, as she lost consciousness. This succinct appraisal, in the wavy blackness, became a point of light receding until she could find it no more.


  STORIES FROM


  CAST A COLD EYE


  The Weeds


  


  SHE WOULD leave him, she thought, as soon as the petunias had bloomed. With a decisive feeling of happiness, she set down her trowel and sank back on her heels to rest. Around her lay the brown earth of the converted vegetable garden, a slightly lopsided rectangle, across which careened the flower seedlings in rows that were both neat and unsteady, so that the whole planting, seen from a distance, looked like a letter written by a child who has lost his ruler. If only, she reflected, she had done it the way the book said and marked out the rows with stakes and string. Next year . . . Her heart turned over with horror as she perceived the destination of her thought. She had done it again. Next year, of course, she would not be here. She had been telling herself this for five weeks, yet she could not seem to remember it. Left to itself, her idle mind reached out lazily, unthinkingly, for a plan, as doubtless Persephone’s hand had strayed toward a pomegranate seed.


  She remembered all the times she had thought of leaving him before. But there had always been something—the party Saturday night that she did not want to miss, the grapes blue on the vines waiting to be made into jelly, the new sofa for the living room that Macy’s would deliver next week, the man to see about the hot-water heater. And by the time the sofa had come, the man had gone, the jelly had been made, she would no longer be angry with him, or at any rate her anger would have lost its cutting edge and she would have only the dull stone of discontent to turn over and over in her palm.


  Now, however, it was settled, this problem that had been agitating her since April, since the morning she had planted the sweet peas instead of packing her suitcase, as she ought of course to have done when he had uttered the unspeakable sentence. Now she had actually set a date for her departure, a date on a real calendar, and not simply on the calendar of her heart, where the years were written as days and it seemed always a matter of a few weeks at most before she would be back with her friends, a returned traveler with a fresh slice of life in her hands and many stories to tell. She had been trying since April to do it, all the while that she went on with her digging and watering and weeding, trying to imagine the flowers in their places in August and herself not there to see them, herself in New York in a hot furnished room. It was a little like imagining her own death, but there had been mornings when she had been almost able to do it, and then she would set down her tools and say to herself in surprise, Why, I can leave tomorrow. There is nothing to keep me here. Always, however, she would have forgotten the petunias, which were growing in flats inside the house and had therefore not fallen under her eye. Suddenly they would flash into her mind, white, ruffled, with yellow throats, blocked out in squares, alternating with squares of blackish red zinnias, with the heavenly blue of the scabiosa making a backdrop of false sky behind them; her heart would contract with love and despair as she saw that she could not leave them—she was in bondage unless they should die.


  But to acknowledge this was to feel panic. Speaking to her of time and the seasons, the garden urged her to hurry, to go now, before it was too late, before the wheel, turning, should carry her once again on its slow journey through birth, reproduction, and death. Now for the first time she began to count the weeks. Her sensibility quivered in a continual anticipation of change; she took offense readily, pushed everything to extremes, and, in her mind, renounced her friends, her house, her china, a dozen times a day. Desperate measures occurred to her: if she were to kill the petunias . . . ? Petunias are peculiarly subject to the damping-off sickness. Water cautiously, warned the gardening book. She would stare at the pitcher of ice water on the luncheon table as the heir stares at the bottle of sleeping medicine by the bedside of his aging relative. But always her resolution softened; the grotesque temptation passed, and, trembling, she would slip out of the house, quietly, lest her husband hear her and detain her on some pretext (for he considered that she was working too hard, complained that he never saw her, that her temper was being ruined); she would collect the trowel, the spading fork, the hand cultivator, and let herself into her enclosure, fenced off against rabbits and woodchucks, and there begin once again her penitential exercise, her agony in the garden.


  “Why do you do it if it gives you no pleasure?” her husband would ask. “Don’t pretend you are doing it for me.” She knew no answer to this; only once she had turned on him, saying, “Ah, you hate it because it is mine. You would like to see it all go to ruin.” And truly she did not understand why she was doing it, unless it was somehow against him. It was as though she owed these plants some extra and conspicuous loyalty to make up to them for his jealous hostility, which was always waiting its chance, alleging urgent business, sexual desire, anything, to keep her within doors. Sometimes it seemed to her that she stayed on simply as the guardian and defender of these plants, to which she stood in a maternal relation, having brought them into existence. At other times it was cruder. She would not, she would tell herself grimly, give him the satisfaction of seeing her lose the investment of work and love she had made in this rich but difficult soil. She had made a mistake, she knew it; the nurseryman had warned her, “You’re biting off more than you can chew.” Now she would pause occasionally to look out at the weeds swaying in the light spring wind, pressing up against the fence of her enclosure, where they grew taller, fiercer, more luxuriant than they did in the field itself. It was as if the field were a hostile sea which billowed and swelled in the distance with a sort of menacing calm, and spent itself vindictively in that last breast-high green wave which it launched upon her rectangular island. At such moments, dread would seize her; she would shudder and turn back to her task, knowing that every minute must be made to count, lest she be inundated, her work and tools be lost in this watery jungle of nature. And always it was as if he were the ally of the weeds—he was fond of telling her, pedantically, that there was no botanical distinction between a weed and a flower. On mornings when she would hurry out after a rainy spell to find her brown space green with a two-day crop of wild mustard, she would feel him to be nearly victorious; tears of injury and defiance would stand in her eyes as she scratched the ground with the claw.


  She could remember a time when it had not been so, when her borders had been gay with simple clear colors, pink and scarlet, lemon yellow and cornflower blue, when her husband had stood by in admiration, saying, “You have green thumbs, my dear.” Then she had been ready enough to lay down her tools, to greet a friend, to go on a picnic, to give an order to her maid; then there had been summer afternoons when he sat on a bench with a drink while she let the hose play gently over the flower beds and stopped from time to time to take the glass from him and sip.


  Later, kneeling out in the garden, she would try to decide at what moment the change had come. When she had declined to go with him to the city because there was no one to water the flowers? When he had bought the dog that rooted up the tulips? Ah no, she thought. It had been inevitable from the beginning that the garden should have become suffused with suffering, like a flower that is reverting to its original lenten magenta, for everything returns to itself and a marriage made out of loneliness and despair will be lonely and desperate. And if I have a garden to console me, you will have a dog, and your dog will destroy my garden, and so it will go, until all good has turned to evil, and there is not a corner of life that has not been flooded with hatred. It had become meaningless to draw up lists of grievances (her picture torn across the middle and thrown in the kitchen wastebasket), for to have a grievance is to assert that some human treaty has been violated, and they were past treaties, past reparations, past forgiveness; to invoke love, morality, public opinion was pure simony—in every belligerent country the priests are praying for victory.


  How far it had gone she had never perceived until yesterday. She was repeating the flower names to herself: black boy, black ruby, honesty, mourning bride (ah yes, she murmured, that is I, that is I), snowstorm, purity, and last of all the free package thrown in by the seedsman which was designated Peace. Dear God, she had exclaimed, it’s as if I were growing flowers for a funeral blanket. Is it possible that I wish him dead? And at once the vision of herself as a young widow slipped into her fancy, like a view into an old stereopticon. She saw herself pale and beautiful in black, murmuring repentant phrases to some intimate woman friend. (It’s true that we didn’t get along, but I couldn’t have wished this to happen. I am sorry now for everything, and I would like to be able to tell him so. If only he could have known that I loved him after all.) Yes, she thought, if he were dead, I could love him sincerely. And how practical it would be! She would not have to give up anything—the Spode salad plates, the garden, the candy-striped wallpaper in the living room. And she would not have to decide whether to take the roasting pan or leave it (it had belonged to her in the first place). All the objects she had nearly determined to relinquish if she were to leave him, all these things she considered already lost, would be restored to her. And she could move about among them alone; she could have everything the way she wanted it, there would be no one to stop her, no one to say, “Why do we have to have a soup and a salad course? You are spending too much money.”


  That was the queer thing, she thought; it was not a question of money. If he died, he would leave her nothing; the commissions would stop automatically, there would not even be any insurance. What he would do for her by dying would be to relieve her of the necessity of decision. How many women, she wondered, had poisoned their husbands, not for gain or for another man, but out of sheer inability to leave them. The extreme solution is always the simplest. The weed-killer is in the soup; the man is in his coffin. One regrets, but now it is too late; the matter is out of one’s hands. Murder is more civilized than divorce; the Victorians, as usual, were wiser.


  Really, she said to herself, I will have to get away if I am going to have such thoughts. And a dreadful presentiment flicked her heart, lightly at first, like the stroke of a lady’s riding whip. What if I were to go in now and find him dead by his work table with the blueprints spread out before him? She saw, as if by second sight, what her remorse would be and knew that she could not bear it. In a moment she was stiff with fright. Clearly, she would have to go and look for him, but she could not move. Look, she said to herself, if he is dead the maid will come to tell me sooner or later. I do not have to find him. I can just stay here. But it was useless. By now she was certain that he was dead; one last hope, however, remained. If she were to get there quickly enough . . . She found herself running down the driveway. Outside his window she stopped. It was too high for her to see in. See, she said to herself, almost happily, perceiving the difficulty, there is nothing you can do. But a stratagem occurred to her. By a supreme effort of will she made herself pull up an orange crate and climb onto it. She looked in. There he was at his table, motionless; she could not make out whether he was breathing. For the first time, she saw him with detachment, a man in a brown suit slumped over some papers, like a figure drawn by a painter and left there, a figure unknown, without history, and yet intensely itself. He moved, and was human again; she knew him, she disliked him; it was all right, he was alive. She drew a deep breath and slipped quickly down from the orange crate, before he should turn his head and see her. All afternoon in the garden she kept congratulating herself, fondly, hysterically, as people do when they have had, or believe they have had, a narrow escape. Yet when he came out at five to call her and startled her by approaching quietly, she gave a long, piercing, terrible scream, a scream that seemed to linger in the air long after she had left the garden. In some way, he had caught her red-handed.


  This morning, in the garden, the scream was still there. Overnight, delay had become dangerous. A break must be made. The part of her that put up preserves, built terraces, laid in oil for the winter, would have to come to terms at last with the part that knew the train schedules by heart and kept a ten-dollar bill hidden in its jewelry box. A path would have to be cleared through the thicket of obligations with which she had surrounded herself, and it was not, after all, essential that she should choose the thorniest way. If she could not renounce the petunias, she would have them and then go. The important thing was that she should not make a single plan that would carry her beyond the first of August. Resolutely, she picked up her trowel and stabbed it into the ground, next to a clump of nut grass with its bright, spearlike leaves. Probing carefully, she lifted the plant and saw with satisfaction that the nut was there, dangling from the long root. The point about nut grass was that you must be sure to get the nut; otherwise your pains were wasted—within a week the plant would be up again. Hoeing was out of the question; you had to dig, with a spading fork or a trowel. “Why don’t you give it up?” her husband had asked, indifferently, when she had showed him the thousands of green spears of the grass pricking the ground she had just cultivated. “Oh, go away,” she had answered, and yet, often, this was what she most wanted to do, to give up and lie down on her bed and never make another effort, to sleep and have her meals brought up and live like a weed herself, silent and parasitic. But always the flowers pressed their claims; she would picture a few starved cosmos plants waving their thin heads among the tall grasses, and she would feel her heart wrung, as if squeezed out by those strong inimical brown roots. Ah well, she said to herself now, next year will be another matter. Next year nature can have her way. Thank God, at any rate, I did not put in any perennials.


  All the rest of the morning she worked along cheerfully. When her maid’s voice called her in to lunch, she got up with docility. Walking along the lane, she noticed that the wild lilies of the valley were nearly in bloom. There was a shady space along the veranda that could easily accommodate them. With fertilizer and cultivation, the blossoms should, by next year, double in size. . . . Some plants with a good chunk of earth were already in her hands when she perceived what she was doing. “My God,” she murmured, “my God,” and dropped the plants back into the hole her trowel had cut. She pressed the earth down around them and trod on it with her foot. It had been a close shave, and the beating of her heart informed her, bluntly, that she must run no more risks. The whole property was pitted with traps for her; she walked in danger and there was no time to lose.


  


  In the hotel, the door had not closed behind the bellboy when she picked up the telephone. She had no plans. Her imagination, working (how long?) in secret, had carried her only this far; she had conceived of the future, simply, as a hand, still wearing its glove, reaching out for a hotel phone. To her first five calls there was no answer. This was a possibility she had not counted on. In all her calculations, it was she who had been the doubtful element, she the expected, the long-overdue relation whose homecoming was hourly anticipated, she the beloved sister whose room had been kept just as she left it; and throughout the term of her marriage, the thought of her friends had jabbed at her conscience: they were waiting and could not understand what could be keeping her so long. Now, at the fifth attempt, she put down the receiver peremptorily, to cut off the drilling, importunate sound that her call, unanswered, was making. For a diversion, she drew a bath, saying to herself that it was still too early, that people were out of town for the summer, that one could not expect, et cetera. Yet, after the bath was over, she did not know what to put on, for she both counted and did not count on an invitation to dinner. To her sixth call she got an answer. How nice, said her friend, that she was in town; could she come Thursday for dinner? Thursday was four days off, and she fumbled a little in accepting. Her great news had become suddenly undeliverable. The context was wrong, yet the news remained, almost sensibly, in her mouth, thickening her tongue. She hung up in haste, lest her disappointment be audible on the other end of the wire. On her seventh call, she was informed that the party had moved to Connecticut; on her eighth, she made a date for lunch on the following day. She was conscious of her own folly in withholding her announcement; she needed help, a job, money, reassurance, but she could not break through the fence of social forms she found erected against intimacy. In these five years, she perceived, she had become a visitor, the old friend from out of town who is at the Biltmore for a few days; in her absence, the circle had closed; the hands she had once clasped now clasped each other and would not part to readmit her to the dance. They had forgotten her, forgotten, that is, her former self, which remained green only in her own memory; for her alone, time had stood still.


  She left the telephone and began, reluctantly, to dress. Half an hour later, in the hotel dining room, a man eyed her, and though she bent her head strictly over her dinner, her mind vacillated, wondering whether a stranger might not . . . Discretion, however, warned her that she could pay too high a price for a listener. I must be strong, she said to herself, and, slightly reassured by this small victory, yet shaken by the need she saw in herself that had exposed her to so commonplace a temptation, she paid her check. Back in her room, her magazines exhausted, she picked up the Gideon Bible and read doggedly through Kings and Chronicles, and at last fell asleep.


  When she woke, it was too early to telephone anyone at an office. She had breakfast and read the help-wanted columns. There was nothing there for her. By ten o’clock her sense of flatness and embarrassment had grown so large that she could not bring herself to telephone anyone who might be able to get her a job. The inevitable question, the Why, stood ahead of her, bristling with condolence and curiosity; she was not ready for it. Better, she said to herself suddenly, to go to an agency, where no personal explanations were required. In ten minutes she was at Rockefeller Plaza, with the list of her qualifications ready on her tongue. But the sight of the Victory garden, the rows of young radishes, made her own garden take shape before her, like a sin she had forgotten to confess. Oh God, oh God, she said to herself, I am unfit—who will hire me? And it seemed to her that she had not gone far enough; she must discard her whole identity. An inspiration seized her: she might hire herself out as a cook. She saw herself, anonymous, in a maid’s room in the third story of a house in Pelham, saw the bed with the thin blankets and the lumpy mattress, the bath shared with the baby, or the lavatory in the basement. All the wretched paraphernalia of domestic service became invested with glamour for her—she might lose herself and be saved. If she were to go down to Fourteenth Street now and buy herself a cheap dress and some shoes, by tonight she might have a situation. She could leave her own clothes in the hotel room, and when he came to find her, he would find merely Bonwit Teller, Mark Cross, hat by John-Frederics, fragrance by Schiaparelli. She was already, in her mind, selecting the shoes for her new life (patent leather with bows which would do for her day out, or sensible, flat-heeled black?), when some part of her, her conscience or her good sense, warned her that it would not do. It was a child’s dream of revenge (see to what lengths you have driven me). Regretfully, she relinquished the adventure.


  Yet, she said to herself, I must do something; by tomorrow I shall be out of money. In her handbag were the few pieces of jewelry she had inherited from her mother. It occurred to her that this was perhaps the moment to sell them; after lunch, with cash in her pocket, she could approach the agencies with more assurance. She walked briskly up toward Fifty-ninth Street, feeling herself lifted once again by that wave of exultation that had brought her down from the country. She was free again, if only for a few hours; all decisions, commitments, were postponed. It was as though the old-gold and diamond shop which she entered presently were the last station in her flight; passing the jewelry over the counter, she divested herself of her last possession; the appraiser counted her out a hundred dollars, and she no longer had anything to lose. She stuffed the money into her pocketbook and hurried back to the hotel.


  At the desk, however, she found a message, breaking her lunch date and asking her to call back. At once, her elation vanished. The day stretched empty ahead of her. She turned quickly back to the street and found a Hamburger Heaven, where she ate lunch. Afterward, she went to the movies, and when she returned to her room she did not telephone anyone, but lay on her bed reading the Gospel according to St. Matthew until she felt it to be late enough to go to sleep. She had eaten no dinner. The third day passed off in much the same way: again the movies, and at night the Bible.


  On the morning of the fourth the telephone waked her, and she knew at once that it would be he. “Well,” he said, “I found you.” “Yes,” she said. “It wasn’t so hard.” “No,” he replied shortly. “Will you come down and have breakfast with me?” “No.” “Oh, go to hell,” he retorted, and hung up. When he called up that night, he was not sober, and it was she who hung up. She had seen nobody since her arrival. Since the first night she had eaten nothing but hamburgers, and sandwiches at drugstore counters. Notice of any sort had become painful to her: she was unequal to a headwaiter or a desk clerk; she passed in and out without leaving her key; she felt both conspicuous and obscure. She had gone to a single employment agency and filled out an application. Outside the door, she realized that she had forgotten to note down her previous experience, but she could not go back. She was hiding and waiting, both for him and for someone else, some friend or stranger who would come to help her in response to an appeal she had never made. She was living in a state of peculiar expectation, as though she had put an ad in the newspaper, an ad of the most total purport, which God perhaps might answer, and the message she daily expected to find, written out in the hotel’s violet ink and shoved under her door, was not of an ordinary social nature.


  Yet this sense of expectancy, of extravagant, unreasonable hope, had for its corollary during these days a strange will-lessness, an attitude of resignation and despair. She knew that it was absolutely necessary that she should bestir herself; her money would soon run out and she would be locked out of her hotel room. Yet she found that she actually looked forward to this catastrophe as a means of release; the credit manager might yet be the Saviour, who, as holy legend tells us, appears in strange disguises. She was, it seemed to her now, utterly at the mercy of chance: a notice of eviction might precipitate her future out of the solution in which it was suspended—she herself was powerless. In her present state, even her flight appeared to her to have been an act of supreme daring; she could not imagine how she could have summoned up the firmness of character to do it. In fact, she said to herself, if she could have foreseen the outcome, she would never have taken the last drastic step, but held it forever in reserve, a threat and a promise—and died, after thirty years of marriage, thinking how different her life might have been had she left him. What folly, she cried, what madness! She had exchanged the prison of the oppressor for the prison of the self, and from this prison there was not even the hope of escape. At six o’clock Thursday evening, she had not decided what to wear for dinner, a long dress or a short. She put two dresses on the bed, but the arguments for each were unanswerable, and at six-thirty she went out and walked until she found a Western Union office, where she sent a telegram of excuse to her hostess, knowing, as she did so, that she was cutting her last line of communication to the world, to the past, to the future.


  Yet when he had not called her again by the morning of the sixth day, a faint hope began to ruffle her spirit, like a sea breeze on an August afternoon. If he had given up and returned to the country, something might still be salvaged. She had seen her resolve melt away in these long mornings in the hotel room, and she knew that she was no longer proof against him; if he were to summon, she would obey. With the dissolution of her belief in herself, her case against him had collapsed. Yet, if he were to abandon her, she knew that she would endure, simply because, physically, she was alive and possessed of a certain negative fortitude. Eventually she would go out, she would telephone, get a job, and gradually circumstances would knit a new web around her, as scar tissue will form over a wound, even if the surgeon has not been called to take the proper stitches.


  On this sixth day, as the morning passed on and the telephone still did not ring, she felt her spirits rise and an almost forgotten gaiety take possession of her. Surely he must be gone, she said to herself, and now I am really up against it and perhaps it will be fun after all. The sense of being under surveillance was passing off, and she dressed quickly, in her best white dress, black shoes, and large black cartwheel hat. Nothing, she told herself confidently, is more urban than black and white in summer. It was three o’clock and she had had nothing to eat, but the emptiness of her stomach only added to her fine sense of lightness and bravery. The sound of her heels on the stone floor near the elevator was brisk and pleasing, she let her handbag swing gallantly on her bare, tanned arm. For the first time, on pressing the button, she knew precisely where she was going—to call on an old friend who had an important job in an advertising office—and she knew, furthermore, that it was going to be all right, that he would compliment her and take her out to cocktails at a nice place, and that there, over the second drink, an opening would come which would allow her to tell him, quite naturally, quite easily, that she had left her husband. When he would press her—gently—for a reason, it would be merely a question of finding the right formula, of avoiding vindictiveness on the one hand and piety on the other, of packing the truth into some assimilable capsule which her companion could swallow without any noticeable discomfort. As the elevator descended, a sentence spoke itself for her (I would have left him long ago if it hadn’t been for those damned petunias). This was the right note, she recognized at once, seeing in advance the effect it would make in her friend’s face, where the struggle between incredulity and belief would resolve itself in laughter. She foresaw a whole train, a lifetime, of these sentences. (But you say you left him five days ago; what have you been doing ever since? I’ve been lying in my hotel room reading the Gideon Bible.) She smiled, feeling herself on home territory. She was back at her port of embarkation, which she had set forth from five years before, back to her native patois, where jest masks truth but does not deny it.


  The elevator doors opened and she saw her husband sitting in the lobby.


  


  Two days later, he unlocked the door of the house and gave her a slight shove forward, as though she were a dog or a truant child. Her first impression was that the house had in a week grown older and shabbier. She stood in the doorway of the living room, looking about her with the eyes of an observant stranger. She noted the paint peeling on the window frames, the place where the wallpaper had been patched and the stripes did not quite meet, the blue chair that had never belonged there in the first place, the stain where her own head had rested on the back of the sofa. Two rather tacky-looking bouquets of bridal wreath stood on the marble-topped coffee table which she had cut down from an old piece; very plainly, they said Welcome Home in the floral language of her maid. Generally, when this kind of thing happened to her, when a room or the face of a lover did not measure up to memory, she would narrow her eyes, as she did to look at herself in the mirror, till the focus had changed and the image become a little blurred; then, with the quick hand of fancy, she would bestow a few decorations on the object—a bowl of flowers, a glass cigarette box—a look of irony, or a smile; and in a few moments all would be well, the face or the room would have subsided, and her eyes, now wide open, could run over it with love. This time, however, though she narrowed her eyes out of force of habit, nothing of the sort happened; the room became dimmer but it did not reassemble itself. “Well,” said her husband, rather heartily, in his business-as-usual tone, “everything looks the same.” This statement came in so patly that she made the mistake, fatal in marriage, of speaking to him as an intimate. “Does it?” she asked. “Really? It looks queer to me. The colors look as if somebody had mixed black in them. Do you suppose she has changed the light bulbs?” “Don’t be silly,” he said, sweeping her ahead of him toward the staircase. “Why should she do that?” “Let’s have dinner right away,” he added, pushing her slightly again, as though he had expected her to express some morbid and contradictory wish. She obeyed him, mechanically, as she had done ever since she had seen him sitting in the hotel lobby. Her defeat seemed to her shameful and absolute. Fortunately, however, her feelings had died in her; there was no rebelliousness, no resentment—in the conquered country, the officials conferred quietly with the captors and the underground movement slept.


  What troubled her all evening was merely the notion that something had happened to the lighting. Across the table in the dining room, she could barely see her husband’s face, though the customary twelve candles were burning. In the middle of the meal, she excused herself and got up to turn on the electricity. This was not an improvement; now her husband’s face appeared to be unnaturally white. The food also seemed to her to have been tampered with. Her husband was eating with apparent relish; still, she could not disabuse herself of the idea that there was something wrong—perhaps the maid had forgotten to put the sherry in the stew? “You are tired,” said her husband warningly, and she accepted this explanation with gratitude. After dinner, nevertheless, she could not restrain herself from going around to each of the lamps to see if there might be dust on the bulbs. But her finger came off clean.


  In the morning, the visual derangement persisted. Her eye was caught, on waking, by a window shade which had been white when she had gone to New York; this morning it was certainly ivory. Slightly frightened, she closed her eyes and took refuge in sleep. When she woke, it was to the light sound of the glass bell calling her to lunch, and to an instant conviction of disaster. There was something wrong, something she had forgotten, something more than the persistent queerness of the light or the fact of her being back once again in her husband’s bed. But her memory would not yield it up until, during a pause in the lunchtime conversation, she happened to glance out the window and saw on the sill the boxes containing the dead petunias. Her husband heard her gasp and his eyes followed hers. “What’s the matter?” he said. “Nothing,” she replied. “Something I remembered.” He did not pursue the topic, and later, when he asked the question (“Have you been out yet to look at your garden?”), she perceived, with relief, that he was unaware of its significance. For him the question was a mere token of politeness, a bone tossed to the idiosyncrasies of her taste. He was still going through the motions of treating her, rather nervously, as a guest, but his heart was plainly not in it, for he did not trouble to wait for her answer.


  For her, however, the question had a more fateful sound. She knew at once that she ought at least to go out and look, yet she put it off, for a day, for two days, while she did nothing but lie on her bed, declining to go to the market, plan the meals, make the French dressing, sleeping from time to time, as she had done in the hotel, and waking always with that terrible start of knowledge that tells us, as we come out of ether or alcohol, that something has changed in our lives, though we are not yet sure what it is. If her husband’s question had not been repeated a second and a third time, she might never, she told herself, have made the nearly unbearable effort that took her into the toolshed for her trowel and cultivator and sent her slowly down the garden path to the enclosure in the fields. But the third time his question had had an anxious perplexity in it. Her avoidance of the garden had begun to seem to him abnormal; his mind must be set at rest. For (it had become more and more apparent) he had no comprehension at all of the events of the past week. He imagined that the whole affair was a sort of triumph, that he, the conquerer, guardian of the hearth, had pursued the fugitive nymph and wooed and bullied her home by the sheer force of his will. It had not occurred to him for an instant that the collapse was interior, that, like France, she had fallen, limp, corrupt, disgraced, into the arms of the victor, and so long as he did not perceive this, she had a little bargaining power left. But for the preservation of the illusion, it was necessary that he should believe her unchanged, should have no suspicion of the docility that placed her, not only at his mercy, but at the mercy of every event. Her long hours in her room she had excused on the grounds of emotional exhaustion, but this could hardly be expected to last forever. Already he had begun to look a little critically at the meals, to run a finger over a table that had not been dusted—the holiday, his voice indicated, was over. And now, as she passed his window, she knew that the sound of her footsteps was reassuring to him; it signified the return to normalcy, the resumption of hostilities.


  The garden had waited too long, she warned herself; she was too late. Common sense alone could tell you what you might expect to find if you left a garden alone for ten moist days in June. She was prepared for the worst. Yet halfway down the path apprehension gave place to hope, and she began to run, as though this final burst of speed could make up for a long tardiness, as though she might catch the garden in the moment of transformation, effect a last-minute rescue in the very teeth of probability. The garden, however, was gone. Her first impression was that it had disappeared without a trace. In ten days the weeds had swallowed it. The brown enclosure had turned green; the very markers that indicated the rows had vanished, and of the whole enterprise only the fence remained, an absurd testimonial to the fact that this rectangle had been, at one time, the scene of human endeavor. With the first shock, she closed her eyes: this was the nightmare vision she had wrestled with all spring, a ferocious tableau vivant entitled The Triumph of the Weeds, which had appeared again and again to halt her on the road to freedom, to harrow her susceptibilities and appeal to her pity and love. She had turned back before it a hundred times, and when at length she had hardened her heart, she had told herself, I will not be there to see it. Now, however, it was all as she had imagined it, except that the season was not so far advanced and she was here in the midst of it, while the hot furnished room was distant beyond desire. When she opened her eyes again, it was not with the hope of finding some mitigating circumstance, but rather with a kind of morbid appetite to embrace the full details of her disaster. Now she made out the individual weeds, and she saw that while in the field outside there were buttercups and a few daisies already open, here, in her enclosure, flourished only the most virile, the most virid, the most weedlike weeds, the coarse growers—burdock, thistle, milkweed, Queen Anne’s lace; the crawlers—carrotweed, Jill-run-over-the-ground, and especially the choking nut grass, which crawled beneath the earth’s surface and sprouted fiercely above it. No doubt, she said to herself, there was some natural explanation for this—the rankest weeds were perhaps the strongest and their seeds had a longer viability—yet common sense would not prevail; her heart accepted the phenomenon as a judgment and a curse.


  It is hopeless, she murmured to herself, leaning against the fence, hopeless; and for the first time her spirit made an acknowledgment of defeat that was not provisional in character. Up to this moment there had been in her mind small recesses of hope to which her thoughts had fled secretly, unavowedly; in her contract with reality, an escape clause which permitted her to believe that what had been done was not irretrievable, that—in this case—dry weather might have retarded the weeds or some magic helper hoed for her (her maid, a thoughtful neighbor, a small boy employed by her husband?); now solidly before her lay the brutal fait accompli, the lost garden, irrecoverable, for though something might still be salvaged (a few gray cornflower plants could be made out in the mat of vegetation at her feet), the original design, the mirror of absolute beauty in which she had glimpsed her own image, was shattered. She sank listlessly to the ground and sat looking about her. Quite simply a sentence came to her and she spoke it aloud: “Now,” she said, “I have nothing to live for.”


  The patent absurdity of these words acted as an astringent. The voice of common sense spoke again, saying, After all, you have a life expectation of at least forty years and you have got to do something with your time, you cannot just go to pieces, and in any case people do not live for gardens, but for ideals, principles, persons. This particular garden is ruined, but it is still possible to transplant. A second-best garden can be made out of the cornflowers, the zinnias, the cosmos, perhaps even the scabiosa. You can move the stronger plants and in August you will have flowers on the table. She presented this idea to her emotions and waited for the familiar bustle of activity, the rolling back of the sleeves, which turned her heart on such occasions into a large and hospitable house that is being made ready for an evening party. But the motors of anticipation remained cold. The second-best garden could not, even momentarily, command her belief. Like an adopted child, or a second husband, it could never make up to her. The weeds had finished all that. The weeds were, in fact, her garden, the end product of her activities, and the white foam that children call spit, which she saw clinging to the young grasses, was the outward mark of her disease. She remained sitting on the warm ground, idle, without thought or feeling, but ashamed to go back to the house.


  This time she heard her husband’s footsteps approaching, but out of pride she would not look up, even when she felt him stop just behind her at the entrance to the garden. “Gosh!” he said. “What an awful situation!” “Yes,” she answered defiantly. “It’s ruined.” There was a silence during which she imagined him to be shrugging his shoulders. Anger began to boil up in her again, and she spun around to face him. The language of their old quarrels rose to her lips, the classical formulae of accusation and outrage. (See what you have made me do, you wanted this to happen, you are glad), but she was arrested by the expression of his face, which was neither jubilant nor indifferent, but full of simple curiosity and wonder. The weeds had finally made their impression on him; never before had he really believed in them; he had considered them to be a chimera of her dark imagination. Now he stood awestruck by this fearful demonstration of their authenticity, and for the first time the two of them shared in silence a single emotion. “What is that awful stuff?” he asked at length, bending down to pull up a spear of nut grass. The root broke off in his inexperienced hands. “Not that way,” she said. “Look.” Her trowel came up with the nut secure. “This is the weed I’ve been talking about all spring.” He examined it, turning it over between his fingers in his methodical way. “Why, it’s a little bulb,” he said. It was not worthwhile to correct this statement; to make the botanical distinction between a bulb and a tuber might simply provide a distraction from the mood of repugnance and terror that had brought them close for a moment. She longed to rush him ahead with her into the particulars of her loss, to say, See what I have been up against, see the sorrel, the field grass, the carrotweed, see where the sweet peas would have been, see where I dug the trench and strewed it with manure, think of the liming and the watering and weeding; she was filled with a kind of wild excitement and joy that he, who had never acknowledged the garden in life, should meet it, as it were, posthumously, and pay his respects. Yet prudence or tact restrained her. The work of initiation could not be hurried. He stood on the brink of her agony in the garden; his wide feet in their brown shoes were planted on one of the surviving cornflowers, as though to illustrate the text of his inculpation—but he must not be pushed. It was enough that he should share, however vaguely, her burden of loss, that her bereavement should to some measure be accepted as his. She waited, half-frightened, half-exalted, for what he would say next.


  “Gosh!” he repeated, with intensified feeling, and now she was sure it was coming, the miracle she expected, which might take the form of an embrace, a cry, an apology, but which would be in essence a lament, not so much for the garden as for her, for the dead young lady he had brought back from New York, whom he kept propped up in bed, at the breakfast table, on the sofa, in the odor of corruption.


  “You have your work cut out for you,” he said. For an instant she believed that she had not heard him properly.


  “Maybe we can get a boy to help you,” he continued in a matter-of-fact tone.


  It was over, she knew it at once, yet she made a last appeal. “The garden is ruined,” she said in a stubborn, hostile voice, but speaking slowly and emphatically as though to direct his attention to the importance of this statement.


  “Nonsense,” he replied briskly. “You are always so extreme. I’ll call up Mr. Jenkins tomorrow and see if he can send . . .”


  At the mention of the neighboring farmer, her mouth opened and she began to scream. “I’ll kill you if you do!” she shouted. Picking up the spading fork, she plunged it wildly into the ground, tossing sods and plants into the air in a frenzy of destruction. The loose earth fell on her hair, on her face, down which tears were running. She was aware that she cut a grotesque and even repulsive figure, that her husband was shocked by the sight and the sound of her, but the gasping sobs gave her pleasure, for she saw that this was the only punishment she had left for him, that the witchlike aspect of her form and the visible decay of her spirit would constitute, in the end, her revenge. She continued to lay about her with the spading fork, though the original fury had already passed off, until his solid, uneasy figure had disappeared from view, until his last words no longer sounded in her ears.


  


  It was late in August when he came into the living room with a heterogeneous bouquet in which she recognized some of the stubborner flowers of her garden, cosmos and cornflowers and a few blackish red miniature zinnias. Mixed in with these were some weeds, pinkish sprays of bouncing Bet and the greenish-white clusters of Queen Anne’s lace. There was no doubt of it, he had been visiting her garden, and this was not the first time. Toward the end of June she had heard him outside the window, swearing, as he tied up rambler roses; in July, he had brought in raspberries, saying, “Can’t we have these for dinner?” The berries were soft and broken—he had been too late in the harvest. She lay now on the sofa, reading a detective story, watching him as he brought in a vase too tall for his bouquet and crammed the flowers into it. She felt no impulse to correct him; his clumsiness, in fact, pleased her, the ugliness of the bouquet pleased her, just as the stain on the coffee table had pleased her, the spot on her maid’s uniform at lunch. She basked, as she had been doing all summer, in a sly private satisfaction. She was broken but she was also irreplaceable, and her continued physical existence must be, she thought, an unending reminder to him of everything he had lost. She was enjoying in real life the delight that is generally experienced only in daydreams, the sense of when I am dead, how they will mourn for me, how valuable I shall become to them when I am no longer theirs.


  She could see her own case now with the detachment of a historian. Between them, he and she had killed off the part of her that had always excited his anxiety and irritation, the part of her which regarded nothing as final, which was continually planning, contriving, hoping, which lived in the future and slept, like a fireman, fully dressed for an emergency. It was this part of her which had dreamed of flight and deliverance, but it was also this part which had created for itself the small mirages of duty and pleasure which had held her to him for five years. These were not, as she had thought, antithetical selves, but the same thing, the creative, constructive principle which, in its restless anticipation of change, built structures of semi-permanency—a series of overnight cabins that in their extension formed, not precisely a city, but at least a road, a via vitae.


  It was this part of her which had incurred his jealousy, for it was obliged to live slightly estranged, to make large investments of passion in private enterprises; yet it was this part of her he now wished back, for he saw that this had been the nerve, and he now longed for a recurrence of the very symptoms whose presence, three months ago, he had detested. Now, by a hundred spells, he was attempting to bring about a resurrection. He appealed to her housekeeping instinct, to her esthetic sense, to her vanity, to her pity; his very clumsiness was an appeal for help, and it was not that she did not hear these appeals; she heard, but, as in a dream, she was incapable of action. What it was all leading up to she understood plainly: a moment ought to come when she would rise miraculously from the sofa, sweep the absurd bouquet from his hands, shake it lightly into form, call for a new bowl, and enshrine the product on the mantelpiece, while he stood by, awkward and grateful, as at a religious ceremony, a secular Easter mass. Yet now she could only lie back and watch, with lowered eyelids, pretending to take no notice, enjoying her poor-man’s pie of irony and contempt.


  For the pleasure she took in her untended house, in her careless and unsupervised maid, in her neglected garden (which, however, she had never, since June, seen) was purely negative in character, a compensation for disability. The discomfort inflicted on her husband by the loss of her imaginative faculty could never atone to her for the joy she had once had in the exercise of it. Lying on the sofa, looking about at the dusty bare room, she would feel excruciating stabs of remorse, like the pains in an amputated limb. She would get up and start at some task, but before the candlesticks were half polished, her interest would have died and she would leave them in the sink for her maid to finish. It could not, it seemed to her, go on much longer, and she prayed for him to abandon her. (Her going, on her own initiative, had become utterly out of the question.) On him her life now depended; where renunciation, the withdrawal of love, had blackened the loved objects as frost blackens the flowers in an autumn garden, he alone had survived, evergreen, sturdily perennial, in the season of death. Disliking him as she did, she had never bothered to renounce him, and now her eyes would come to rest on him with a kind of relief—the familiar detested object in surroundings grown strange and terrible. Her glance held in it also an element of calculation: how long, she asked herself, will he be able to stand me? Her own endurance had become infinite, for she no longer lived in time, but he, being real, being alive, might reach in measurable stages the threshold of domestic suffering.


  He set the vase down on the table, took his handkerchief, and dusted the surface in a rather bustling way, like a woman who rattles dishes in the kitchen to awaken a sleeper whom she does not wish to be so rude as to call. He cleared his throat.


  “You have some beautiful flowers out back.”


  She sat up at last to look at him directly, but made no reply.


  “You ought to go out and see them.”


  She watched him hesitate and then think better of what was in his mind to say. He is afraid of me, she thought, with a touch of pity.


  “We ought to have some more of them in the house,” he continued, enthusiastically. “You have got all sorts of things back there. Even your weeds are wonderful,” and he went rattling on nervously, describing the scene in the fields, suggesting improvements—a professional tree surgeon to come for the old apple trees, a wattled fence along the lane, plans she had once proposed and he rejected. She was only half listening; the very idea of these improvements now seemed to her preposterous; one might as well paint a mural in a condemned house.


  Seeing that she would not reply, he halted and tried a new tack. He came up to her and took her hand. “I miss the way this room used to look,” he said in a voice that was quite new with him, wistful and childlike in its directness. “Those yellow things you used to have on the coffee table.” For a moment now, she saw it all through his eyes, saw a vision which was less precise and accurate than hers, a rather smeary vision in which the pale, clear, lemon yellow he was thinking of (African marigold, carnation-flowered, yellow supreme) was likely to be confused with the orange of French marigold or of cosmos orange flare, a vision in which energy and whopping good intentions counted for more than anything else and the bigger a flower the better—but nevertheless a vision, an ideal of beauty, of love and the lavish hand; and the sense of his loss, his large, vague loss, overwhelmed and engulfed her own.


  She pressed his hand lightly, murmuring, “Yes, I remember,” and then let his fingers drop. He regained her hand, however, and squeezed it. She felt, as once before in the fields, that he was on the verge of some fine avowal. She herself, only now, had made the great leap from pity to sympathy; she grieved for his predicament, of which she herself was the determining factor; could he likewise grieve for hers, whose existence he had never acknowledged, weep with her at last because she could not leave him, because the courage, the more attractive alternative, whatever it was that might separate them, was lacking? “I’ve always loved your flowers,” he said, his voice blurred and high with emotion. “You know that.”


  As her ears admitted this lie, this tearful, sentimental, brazen lie, her whole nature rose weakly in rebellion. How dare you, her heart muttered, how dare you say it? Nothing could have been—and at such a moment!—more dishonest; she could have cited him fifty instances which would have controverted him utterly. But the heartfelt insincerity of these words went beyond contradiction, beyond hypocrisy, into regions of spiritual obstinacy and opacity impenetrable to reason, where reason, in fact, and conscience had been cruelly blinded by the will, the will which demanded that everything should be always all right, which had, as it were, legislated the bouquet on the mantelpiece by a kind of brutal denial of color, of tonal values, of the harmony of textures, and which was now enforcing its myth of a harmonious marriage, of tastes and occupations shared, by dictatorial fiat.


  And yet there had been the tears in the voice. . . . What the tears meant, she perceived, was that he did love the flowers, now that she had not got them, now that they were no longer dangerous; they had passed, for him and for her, out of experience into memory, and here in this twilight world he could possess them—and her—with a terrible blind rapacity. She saw also that her pity had been wasted, that he had got her where he wanted her; she had been translated, bodily, into that realm of shadows where the will was all-powerful, the city of the dead. She herself was no more to him now than an oak leaf pressed in a schoolbook, a tendril of blond hair, a garter kept in a drawer. But this was, for him, everything: it was love and idolatry. The lie was a necessity to him, a cardinal article of faith. To protest was useless. He could not be shaken in his conviction, but only be annoyed, confused, thrown off. And in a final thrust of rejection, she yielded, conceding him everything—flowers, facts, truth. Let him put them into his authorized version; she had failed them, and would do so again and again. With him, they would see service.


  She tightened her clasp on his hand.


  “Yes,” she said mistily, “I know.”


  The lie came easier, after all, than she would have thought.


  The Friend of the Family


  


  HIS GREAT QUALIFICATION was that nobody liked him very much. That is, nobody liked him enough to make a point of him. Consequently, among the married couples he knew, he was universally popular. Since nobody cherished him, swore by him, quoted his jokes or his political prophecies, nobody else felt obliged to diminish him; on the contrary, the husbands or wives of his friends were always discovering in him virtues their partners had never noticed, and a husband who was notorious for detesting the whole imposing suite of his wife’s acquaintance would make an enthusiasm of the obscure Francis Cleary, whom up to that time the wife had seldom thought about. In the long war of marriage, in the battle of the friends, Francis Cleary was an open city. Undefended, he remained immune, as though an inconspicuous white flag fluttered in his sharkskin lapel. The very mention of his name brought a certain kind of domestic argument to a dead stop. (“You don’t like my friends.” “I do too like your friends.” “No, you don’t, you hate them.” “That’s not true,” and—triumphantly—“I like Francis Cleary.”)


  A symbol of tolerance, of the spirit of compromise, he came into his own whenever one of his friends married. A man who in his single state had lunched with Francis Cleary once or twice a year would discover to his astonishment, after two or three years of marriage, that Francis Cleary was now his closest friend: he was invited regularly for weekends, for dinner, for cocktail parties; he made the invariable fourth at bridge or tennis. Though he might never have been asked to the wedding ceremony (and in fact it was more usual for the wife to have him introduced to her quite by chance a few months later, in a restaurant, and to experience a kind of Aristotelian recognition—“Why hasn’t Jack ever spoken of you? You must come to dinner next Thursday”), his azalea plant or cyclamen would be the first to arrive at the hospital when the baby was born.


  If it was the wife who had originally been Francis Cleary’s friend, the graph of intimacy would follow the same curve. A mild admirer who had always figured in the background of her life, imperceptibly he would have slid to the very center of the composition: he came to stay for two weeks in the summer, played chess with her husband, and took her to dinner when she was alone in town. He had become “your friend Francis Cleary,” a walking advertisement of her husband’s good nature. “How can you say I am jealous?” he would ask. “You had lunch with Francis Cleary only last week.” Left by herself with this old friend, she would—as she had always done—get bored, play the phonograph, make excuses to go to the kitchen to see how the maid was getting along with the hollandaise. Yet at her husband’s suggestion she would invite him again and again, because his presence in the house reassured her, told her that marriage had not really changed her, that she was still free to see her own friends, that her husband was a generous, fair-minded man who could not, naturally, be expected to share every one of her tastes. Moreover, it was so easy to have Francis Cleary. When her real friends came, something unpleasant usually happened—an argument, an ill-considered reference to the past—or if nothing actually happened, she suffered in the expectation of its happening, so that when they finally left she echoed her husband’s “Thank God, that’s over!” in the silence of her heart. A few awkward evenings, a weekend would serve, in most cases, to convince her that the love she felt for her friends was a positive obstacle to her happiness; and she would renounce it, though perhaps only provisionally (telling herself that surely, later on, in precisely the right circumstances Jim would come to see these people as she did—just as she was sure that sometime, next week or next year, Jim would come to like string beans, if she served them to him in a moment of intimacy and with precisely the right sauce). Meanwhile, however, it was certainly better to have Francis Cleary, who was after all a close friend of her real friends (had she not met him through them?), and as the years passed the distinction between her “real” friends and Francis Cleary would blur in her mind and she would imagine that he had always been one of her dearest associates.


  His social mobility derived from the fact that he was capable of being used by other people as a symbol, and a symbol not only of an idea (e.g., tolerance) but of an actual person or persons. Thus a husband, drawing up a guest list for an evening party, might remark to his wife, “How about having the Caldwells?” (or the Muellers or the Kaplans). “Oh my God,” his wife would shriek, “do we have to have them?” “I like them.” “They’re awful, and besides they won’t know anybody.” “They’re old friends of mine. I owe them something.” “Have them when I’m away then—you know they can’t stand me.” “Don’t be silly. They’d be crazy about you if you’d give them half a chance.” In desperation, the wife would cast about her. She saw her party, her charming, harmonious, mildly diversified party, heading straight for shipwreck on the rock of her husband’s stubbornness. Then all at once an inspiration would seize her. “Look,” she would say, in a more reasonable tone, “why don’t you ask Francis Cleary instead? He’d get along very well with these other people. And he’s your friend, just as much as Hugh Caldwell is. You’re wrong if you think it’s a matter of the Caldwells’ being your friends. It’s just that they wouldn’t fit in.” And the husband, reading the storm warnings as clearly as she, telling himself that if he insisted on the Caldwells his wife might treat them with impossible rudeness, and that even if she did not, she would make her concession an excuse for filling the house for months to come with her intolerable friends, that he might win the battle but lose the war, would reluctantly, grudgingly, consent. After all, Francis Cleary belonged to the circle of the detested Caldwells. To have him would be to have their spirit if not their substance, and, to be perfectly honest—he would say to himself—wasn’t it the principle of the Caldwells rather than their persons that was the issue at stake?


  Another hostess, on slightly better terms with the prospective host, or perhaps merely a better tactician, would begin differently. “Darling,” she would say, looking up from the memorandum pad on which already a few names had been neatly aligned. “I have an idea. Why don’t we ask Francis Cleary?” The air of discovery with which she brought forth this proposal would accord oddly with the fact that they always did have Francis Cleary at their parties, but the husband, who had been fearing something much worse (some old school friend or a marvelous singer she had met at a benefit), would in his relief not notice the anomaly. “All right,” he would say, grateful to her for her interest in this rather dull old business associate, and before he had time to change his mind, she would have telephoned Francis Cleary and secured his acceptance. Then, when the question of the Caldwells was raised, she would pout slightly. “Oh,” she would say, “don’t you think that makes too much of the same thing? After all, we’re having Francis Cleary, and I do think it’s a mistake to have a bloc at a party.” “I don’t know.” “Oh, darling, you remember the time we had all those Italians and they sat in the corner and talked to each other. . . .”


  In either case, the outcome was the same. Francis Cleary would appear at the party, representing the absent, unassimilable Caldwells. He was their abstraction, their ghost. Unobtrusive, moderately well bred, he would come early and stay late. He made no particular social contribution, but the host, whenever he glanced in his direction, would feel a throb of solidarity with his own past, and at some point in the evening he and Francis Cleary would have a talk about the Caldwells and Francis would tell him all about Hugh Caldwell’s latest adventure. Not ordinarily a brilliant talker, in this particular field Francis Cleary was unsurpassed. He was a master of the second-hand anecdote, the vicarious exploit. Hugh Caldwell, who suffered dreadfully from asthma and had a distressing habit of choking and gasping in the middle of his sentences, never could have done himself the justice Francis did. In fact, Hugh Caldwell, telling his own stories, interposed an obstacle, a distraction—himself, the living, asthmatic flesh—between the story and the audience. As the movies have supplanted the stage, and the radio the concert hall, so Francis Cleary in modern life tended to supplant his friend, Hugh Caldwell, and in supplanting him, he glorified him. He was the movie screen on which the aging actress, thanks to the magic of the camera and make-up man, appears young and radiant, purged of her wrinkles; he was the radio over which one hears a symphony without seeing the sweat of the first violinist.


  And yet, like all canned entertainment, Francis Cleary produced, in the end, a melancholy effect. To listen to him too long was like going to the movies in the morning; it engendered a sense of alienation and distance. Eventually, the host would move away, his desire to see Caldwell killed, not quickened, by this ghostly reunion, as the appetite is killed by a snack before dinner, as the taste for van Gogh’s paintings was killed by the reproductions of the “Sunflowers” and “L’Arlésienne” that used to symbolize cultural sympathies in the living rooms of Francis Cleary’s friends. But as the lesson of “L’Arlésienne” prevented hardly anyone from making the same mistake with Picasso’s “Lady in White,” so the lesson of Hugh Caldwell never prevented the host from allowing Francis Cleary to substitute on some other occasion for another old friend who was distasteful to the hostess, and many parties would be composed exclusively of Francis Clearys, male and female, stand-ins, reasonable facsimiles, who could fraternize with each other under the Redon or the Rouault or the Renoir reproductions—ready with anecdote, quotation, and paraphrase, amiable and immune as seconds at a duel. Afterwards, the host and hostess, reviewing the situation, would be unable to decide why it was that though everybody stayed late, got drunk, and ate all the sandwiches, nobody had had a particularly good time. And the failure of the party, far from causing bitterness or recrimination, would actually draw them together. Murmuring criticisms of their guests, they would pull up the blankets and embrace, convinced that they preferred each other, or rather that they preferred themselves as a couple to anybody else they knew.


  But what about Francis Cleary riding home in a taxi with his female equivalent? Sex was not for him; his given name disclosed this—it could be either masculine or feminine; nobody ever called him Frank. He might be a bachelor or a spinster; quite often, he was a couple, but a couple which functioned as an integer. If he had begun his Francis Cleary existence as a single man, it was unwise for him to marry, for a wife might define him too sharply, people might like her and then other people would dislike her; before he knew it, through her, he might become the issue rather than the solution of a dispute. To say that sex was not for him does not mean that he did not sometimes have girls, or, in his female aspect, men; he might even have been in love, but since nearly the whole area of his life was public and social, this one small reserved section which he kept for himself was private, intensely so. His romantic activities, if he had any, were extracurricular. They did not interfere with his social function, and it is impossible to tell which was cause and which effect: was it the fact that he had very early in life fallen in love with the married lady that placed his weekends and his evenings and his vacations at the disposal of his friends, or had he recognized from the very beginning that he was cast for the part of the professional friend and arranged his affairs accordingly, cultivating without real predilection sexual tastes so impossible that they must be forever gratified sub rosa, under assumed names, in Pullman cars, alleys, cheap hotel rooms, public parks? How was anybody to know? In some of his manifestations, it seemed quite plain that design was at the bottom of it, that love had been gladly foregone for the sound of the telephone bell. He would hint at a disastrous passion or a vice to each of his married friends when the intimacy reached a certain stage, like a stranger on a train who after a given amount of conversation produces a calling card, but these confessions had a faint air of fraudulence or at least of frivolity: how could anyone take very seriously a passion or a morbid inclination which left its victim free every day from five until midnight and all day Sundays and holidays? Nevertheless, his confessions were accepted, often with a kind of gratitude. They served to “explain” him to new acquaintances, who might have thought him peculiar if they had not been assured that he kept a truly horrible vice in his closet.


  In other cases, there appeared to have been no calculation. He thought sporadically of marriage but kept looking for “the right person,” who was assumed to exist somewhere just beyond the social horizon, like a soul waiting to be born. Yet whenever a living being materialized who wore the features of the right person, she was found to be already married or indifferent or tied to an aged mother or in some other way impossible. So the vigil continued, until time made it an absurdity, and at fifty Francis Cleary ceased to yearn, ascribed his fate to a geographical accident (everybody has his double and everybody has his complement, but not necessarily in New York or even in America), to an over-romantic temperament, or simply to the bad habit, contracted in adolescence and never overcome, of falling in love with married women, which made him regard every woman who lacked a husband as essentially incomplete. Putting love behind him, Francis Cleary would throw himself more actively than ever into the occupation of friendship, the life of visits, small gifts and favors exchanged, mild gossip, concern over illnesses, outings for the children, and would, quite often, experience a kind of late blooming which would inspire all his friends to hope that he was at last on the verge of marriage, while in reality it was the abandonment of the idea of marriage that had permitted his nature, finally, to express itself. In this aspect—the aspect of innocence—Francis Cleary was almost lovable. Certainly he commanded the affection if not the active preference of his friends, and those husbands and wives who had accepted him as the lesser evil grew to like him for himself. It is significant, nevertheless, that he was liked for goodness of heart, which does not provoke envy, rather than for talent, charm, or beauty, which do. And goodness of heart notwithstanding, it was still a chore to dine or take a walk with him alone, and if by chance in these tête-à-têtes a muted happiness was achieved, his companion could never quite get over it, referred to the occasion repeatedly in conversation (“You know, I had quite a good time with Francis Cleary the other day”), as though a miracle had been witnessed and virtue been its own reward.


  Yet here perhaps there has been a confusion of identity. It is likely that the Francis Cleary we have just been speaking of, the good, bewildered, yearning Francis Cleary, was never the true Francis Cleary at all, but an uncle for whom the real one, the modern one, was named. Whenever they met the good Francis Cleary, his friends were struck by a certain anachronism in his character; they would say that he reminded them of their childhood, of a maiden aunt who did the mending, or a bachelor great-uncle who gave them a gold piece every Christmas morning and left his watch to them in his will when he died. The true Francis Cleary had no such overtones. He was as much a product of the age as nylon or plywood, and he could be distinguished from the others, those uncles and aunts of his who lingered on in a later period, by the fact that one did not pity him. One could not mourn for Francis, because he did not mourn for himself. He cast no shadow behind him of thwarted ambition, unconsummated desire, lost ideals. Indeed, one had only to set the word frustration beside him to see that the very conception of frustration was outmoded, hopelessly provincial—perhaps in the Middle West, in small towns, men still walked the streets restlessly at night, questioning their fate, wondering how it might have been otherwise, but in any advanced center of civilization, people, like sheets, came pre-shrunk; life held neither surprises nor disappointments for them.


  And your true Francis Cleary was the perfect sanforized man, the ideal which others only approximated. He appeared to have no demands whatsoever—that was the beauty of him. Or rather, as in a correctly balanced equation, demands and possible satisfactions canceled out, so that the man himself, i.e., the problem, vanished. When an apartment door shut behind him, it was as if he had never been. Nobody discussed him in his absence, or if they did, it was only as a concession to convention. Once or twice a year, he had a small, official illness, and in his comfortable hotel apartment received flowers, books, and wine-flavored calf’s-foot jelly from his friends. Like everything else about him, these illnesses had a symbolic character: they permitted his friends to bestow on him tokens of a concern they did not feel. Without these illnesses, his friends might have grown to think themselves monsters of insensibility—was it, after all, natural to have a close friend whom you never gave a thought to? Francis, farseeing, provident, took care that such questions should not arise. He could no more afford to be a thorn in the conscience, the subject of an inward argument, than to be the occasion of verbal debate. The true friend might languish in furnished rooms with pneumonia and only the girl across the hall to help, or fight delirium tremens in Bellevue, but Francis’ sore throats were always well attended. In the same way, he would from time to time present his friends with some innocuous little problem (should he go to Maine or New Hampshire during his vacation?) with the air of a man who asks for help in the most serious crisis of his life. His friends would loyally come through with advice and travel booklets, reminiscences of childhood summers, letters of introduction, and feel, when Francis set off at last to the place where he had intended to go originally, that they had stood by him through thick and thin, that the demands of friendship had been handsomely satisfied.


  Once in a great while, when a friendship showed unmistakable signs of limpness (when a husband and wife seemed to be falling in love with each other again, or had reached the point of estrangement where each saw his own friends, or began to cultivate the acquaintance of another Francis Cleary, a competitor), Francis would go so far as to borrow money from the husband. These loans were of course mere temporary accommodations, and the warm glow of generosity felt by the husband almost always served to restore the circulation of the friendship. Still, during the short time he had the money (he usually waited until the twenty-seventh to borrow and then paid it back promptly the first of the next month), Francis was always very nervous. Once or twice he thought he had seen fear in the husband’s eyes, fear that financial need would turn “that nice Francis Cleary,” as the wives often called him, into another “poor old Frank.” Was it possible, he believed the husband was asking himself, that he could have been deceived? Had importunity, cleverly disguised, always lurked in this old, old acquaintance, and had it waited this long to strike? The classic phrase of male disillusionment, “I thought you were different,” trembled visibly on his lips, and Francis saw himself slipping. The moment, of course, passed. Francis repaid the money, and the husband, metaphorically wiping the sweat from his brow, wondered how he could have doubted him. Certainly Francis was different, had always been so. The friends who had been with him at school or at college, and who could remember him at all, were absolutely at one on this point.


  Even there, at the very beginning, importunity had been excluded from his nature. The desire to excel, to shine, to be closest, best friend, most liked, best dressed, funniest, had played no part with him. He had been content simply to be there, to be along, the unnoticed eye-witness. Wherever he had gone to school, whether it was Exeter or P. S. 12, whether Yale or Iowa or Carnegie Tech, the Chicago Art Institute or Harvard Business, he was the man that nobody could think of a quotation for when the yearbook was being compiled; and if you opened the yearbook today you would find the editors’ defeat commemorated by a blank below his photograph. Yet he had not been disliked, for there had been in him none of the burning hunger, the watchfulness, the covert shame (however carefully masked by studiousness, indifference to society, eccentricity, geological field trips, bird walks) that brand the true outsider for the vengeance of those inside. During the rushing period he had been neither too anxious nor too self-assured nor too indifferent, with the result that, in many cases, he was pledged to a slightly better fraternity than he might have expected to make; and in the cases where he was overlooked in the general excitement, the omission was always remedied—he was quietly taken in later on, in the junior year instead of the sophomore. And the welcome given him, whether tardy or prompt, never failed to create a small commotion among the outsiders, who knew themselves, correctly, to be more brilliant, better looking, richer, better scholars, better athletes, better drinkers, or whatever was considered valuable, than he. Inevitably, they construed the pledging of Francis Cleary as a calculated affront to themselves. Then and thereafter, forever and ever, the choice of Francis Cleary was not an affirmation of something, but a negation of something else.


  Thus, in the family we were talking about, if Francis Cleary was for the husband a substitute for Hugh Caldwell, for the wife he was the flat denial of Hugh Caldwell. Mr. Caldwell, sitting in his lumpy armchair in the Village, might have been solacing himself for the fact that he was not invited to the Leightons with the idea that the wife was simply a bitch who would not let her husband see his rowdy old friends. But when Francis Cleary, another of John Leighton’s friends of the same vintage, dropped in to see him, fresh from a cocktail party at the Leightons’, Mr. Caldwell could no longer mistake her meaning. It was he personally who was being excluded, and if he stared at Francis Cleary and asked himself, “What in the name of God has this guy got that I haven’t?” this was precisely the question Mrs. Leighton intended to leave with him.


  At this point the reader may ask what possible motive Mrs. Leighton could have had. What drove her to persecute a man whom she hardly knew, who could not, even if he had wished it, have done her the slightest injury? The reply can best be put in the form of a further question. Let anyone to whom Mrs. Leighton’s behavior seems inexplicable, or at any rate odd, ask himself why he does not like his wife’s friends. Is it really—as he is always telling himself—that they are unattractive or that they bring out the worst in her, encourage her to spend too much money or to think about love affairs, or that they talk continually of things and people of whom he is ignorant, or that they borrow from her or take up too much of her time? Is it even, to be franker, that he is jealous of them? This explanation too is insufficient, for we can look around us and find husbands who will not allow their wives’ friends or relations in the house but who display an amazing cordiality toward their wives’ lovers, and we can find husbands who positively reject their wives’ affection, who treat it as a bore and a nuisance, who yet will use every means to deprive their wives of what, from any sensible point of view, ought to be an outlet, a diversionary channel for that affection—the society of friends. Is not envious, rather, the word? Will the dubious reader acknowledge that his wife and her friends possess in common some quality that is absent from his own nature? It is this quality that attracted him to her in the first place, though by now he has probably succeeded in obliterating all traces of it from her character, just as the wife who marries the young poet because he is so different from all the other men she knows will soon succeed in getting him to go into the advertising business, or at the very least set up such a neurosis in him that he can only write one poem a year. What passes for love in our competitive society is frequently envy: the phlegmatic husband who marries a vivacious wife is in the same position as the businessman who buys up the stock of a rival corporation in order to kill it. The businessman may at the beginning delude himself with the idea that the rival company has certain patents which he very much wants to exploit, but it will shortly appear that these patents, once so heartily desired, are in competition with his own processes—they will have to be scrapped. We cannot, in the end, possess anything that is not ourselves. That vivacity, money, respectability, talent which we hoped to add to ourselves by marriage are, we discover to our surprise, unassimilable to our very natures. There is nothing we can do with them but destroy them, deaden the vivacity, spend the money, tarnish the respectability, maim the talent; and when we have finished this work of destruction we may even get angry—the wife of the poet may upbraid him because he no longer writes poems, or the dull husband of the gay girl may reproach her for her woodenness in company.


  Yet now a distinction must be made. In some cases, it is our wife or our husband who is the direct object of our envy and our desire, and in these marriages the friends are mere accidental victims; we have nothing against them personally; if we hate them it is because we have seen them smiling with our wife. But there is another kind of marriage, where it is the partner who is the accidental victim: simply a hostage whom we have carried home from a raid on the enemy, that is, on the circle of the friends. We bear this person no actual ill-will; we may even pity him as we lop off an ear or a little finger in some nicety of reprisal. He himself is not the object of revenge, he is merely the symbol of our hostility, usually for some group, class, caste, sex, or race. Such cases are generally marked by a crude and striking disparity between the husband and the wife; observe the communist married to the banker’s daughter, the anti-Semite who marries the beautiful Jewess, the businessman who marries an actress and makes her quit the stage. These marriages are exercises in metonymy: the part is taken for the whole, the symbol for the thing symbolized. One might think, in the case of the businessman and the actress, that he had taken leave of his senses—why marry an actress if not to sit in the front row at her first nights?—if one did not know that his college life had been poisoned by his failure to make the Thespian Society, and that his secret vendetta against the stage had already expressed itself in certain Times Square real estate operations, in investments in radio and movie companies, and, once, in an anonymous note addressed to the Commissioner of Licenses pointing out an indelicate passage in a current Broadway hit. The communist who subjects the banker’s daughter to the petty squalor of life on Thirteenth Street—the unmade studio couch, the tin of evaporated milk flanking the rank brass ash tray on the breakfast table, the piles of dusty pamphlets, the late meetings, the cheap whiskey without soda, the hair done over the wash-basin with wave-set bought from a cut-rate druggist—this man may be actually repelled by the conditions in which he obliges her to live; but his home is a stage kept set for the call her horrified father will pay them. And the anti-Semite who marries a beautiful Jewess may imagine that he has been carried away by love, treat her with great kindness, and exempt her from the Jewish race by a kind of personal fiat, declaring over and over again to himself and possibly to her that he married her in spite of her relations, her mother, her sister, her hook-nosed uncles, while in reality he is bored with his wife (who actually does not seem very Jewish), and it is the yearly visit of his mother-in-law to which he looks forward with sadistic zest. Summer after summer, he may promise his wife that he will not use the word “kike” in the old lady’s hearing again, but somehow it always slides out, the old lady goes upstairs in tears, and the marriage has once again been consummated.


  This distinction must be noted for the sake of clarity, though to the friends and to the wives and the husbands it makes really very little difference whether they are disliked for themselves or for some more irrelevant reason. The child struck by a bomb is indifferent to the private motives of the bombardier. Thus, with the Leighton couple, to return to our original question, Mrs. Leighton may have detested Hugh Caldwell because he or someone like him had once run a crayon through her sketch at a night class at the Art Students League or because she was a stylist at Macy’s and he a practicing nudist, or for any other reason that sprang from a divergence of interests. Or she may have found only one thing to disparage in Mr. Caldwell—his feeling of friendship for her husband. In either case, the result would be the same; whether from inclination or merely to spite her husband, Mrs. Leighton would see to it that Mr. Caldwell was not at home in her nice new house.


  There are people who, whatever their good intentions, cannot renounce love, and there are people, a larger number, who cannot renounce victory. Thus, to take the second category first, a woman like Mrs. Leighton is not playing the game when she pretends to have sacrificed something by having only Francis Clearys at her parties; the jealousy and anger of the excluded Hugh Caldwell more than repay her for any superficial boredom she may have experienced during the evening. A still worse cheat is the anti-Semite who asks a Jewish Francis Cleary, a second cousin of his wife’s, time after time to his house so that he may later express the most cruel and hair-raising opinions without being accused of bias. Most monstrous of all was the businessman already alluded to who married the actress and whose hatred of theatrical people stopped short of a young Francis Cleary, a radio actor with whom the wife had once played a season of summer stock. This man, whose name was Al, enacted for several months a pseudo-friendship with Francis. He invited him to lunch downtown, introduced him to radio magnates, listened to his morning broadcasts; the wife, the former actress, was at first bewildered and touched by these attentions, which she conceived to be overtures of love, and she began to look forward to the time when the house would be filled with her real friends, the playwrights, directors, and legitimate actors whom she missed so much in the country. It was not until her husband began to talk continually of the superiority of the verse drama of the air to the box-like drama of the stage that she perceived the malignancy of his design. Her answer was direct and militant. She treated Francis exactly as if he had been a genuine enthusiasm of her husband’s—one night, without the slightest provocation, she turned him out of the house.


  This shocking experience was crucial for the young actor Francis Cleary. It confirmed in him the sense, not yet quite solidified, of the perils of his position. For nearly two hours, as he paced the station platform, waiting for the train that would take him away from Fairfield County, away from important men who professed to admire Norman Corwin and were going to take him to lunch with the president of the Red Network, for this long-short intolerable time, he felt himself identified with the lot of humanity, with the mothers-in-law, sisters, true friends, ex-lovers for whom life is a series of indignities, with all those who, having attached themselves, are in a position to be dislodged. His heart cried out against the false husband who had not raised a hand to save him; it cried out and at length he hardened it. From this time on, Francis took the most energetic measures lest the taint of affection poison one of his friendships, and his reluctance to be identified with either partner to a marriage passed as devotion to the family, especially in doubtful cases like the Leightons’, where to avoid the slightest appearance of partisanship, he concentrated his attention on the children and was always playing games with them on the floor or taking them out to the zoo or to holiday marionette shows—to the point that many of his friends kept remarking to each other that it was such a pity that Francis had never married because he was obviously mad about children. And though many of the children did not at all care for Francis and would even prefer sitting at a bar while their father drank with some dubious confederate to the most delightful outing Francis could offer them, others, more successfully educated by their parents, would take the name for the thing and being told that Francis adored them would docilely adore him back, to the limit, at any rate, of their capacities. But in either case, the mother, watching her child set out hand in hand with Francis to some accepted childish objective, was spared the slightest misgiving lest the child positively enjoy himself with Francis. Her own feelings about Francis assured her that there was no danger whatever that the child would get anything better than what he was used to at home.


  In most instances, these precautionary measures were sufficient to keep Francis his status as friend. He watched, with professional amusement, the struggles of his younger counterparts to extricate themselves from the depths of a closer relation. He himself could never again be fooled when a husband or a wife, out of sheer malignance, would pretend to like him, seek out his company, complain that he was not asked to dinner often enough, lunch with him frequently alone, strike up a correspondence with him, till the other member of the couple would go nearly mad with exasperation and feelings of injustice, asking himself (if it were the husband) a hundred times a day how Dorothea could tolerate that lumpish little bore when she had a tantrum in the bedroom every time one of his real friends, one of his interesting friends, set a foot in the apartment. Francis could foretell, almost to the hour, the date of the inevitable rupture, and if it had not been for professional competition he might have warned his young namesake not to go to the Leightons on the night that John Leighton, for absolutely no reason, would break a highball glass over his head. He himself practiced such discretion in these matters that he occasionally resorted to flight when there was no real necessity for it. The smallest compliment paid him by a husband or a wife would make him suspect a danger, and he would scurry away to safety before the friendship had got half started, while the couple, who had been counting on him to replace the people they liked in their social life and had no morbid designs at all, would ask themselves what they could have done to offend that nice Mr. Cleary.


  The night on the station platform had left him with its mark. Where formerly the desire to be loved, noticed, esteemed, had, if it ever feebly stirred in him, been repressed without a pang, now the fear of being loved became a positive obsession with him. He saw annihilation stare at him in any half-affectionate glance. Though his whole activity was given over to the manipulation of the symbols of devotion—presents, visits, solicitous inquiries, games, walks in the country—still the validation of a single one of these tokens would suffice to ruin him, just as, it is presumed, the introduction of a single five-dollar gold piece into the channels of our currency would upset our entire monetary system. The liking of a single human being would translate him into the realm of measures and values, the realm of comparisons. Someone had valued him, and the whole question of his value was opened. From being a zero, the dead point at which reckoning begins, he became a real number, if only the tiniest fraction, and thus entered the field of competition. Or to put it another way, he passed from being an x, an unknown and inestimable quantity which could be substituted for a known quantity (Hugh Caldwell) in any social equation, to being a known quantity himself, that is he passed from algebra into arithmetic. He no longer represented Hugh Caldwell, but existing now on the same plane was capable of being compared with him. However, his whole merit had consisted of the fact that nobody could possibly like him as much as Hugh Caldwell could be liked; and indeed if anybody liked him one-half, one-quarter, one-tenth as much, it was enough to finish him as the family friend.


  A husband, hearing his wife’s voice quicken as she answered Francis Cleary’s telephone call, would be startled into asking himself the impermissible question: Why do we see that fellow? The light fervor of his wife’s tone jarred on his sense of what was fitting; it breached some unspoken agreement—she was not playing fair. He felt as if he had been duped. From that moment on, he disliked Francis Cleary intensely, and his wife would have to fight to get him invited to a party, just as if he had been one of her own friends. If she were loyal in her attachments, she would soon find herself trying to see him when her husband was out of town or working late at the office; she would meet him between engagements in the bars of quiet hotels. But this illicit atmosphere was deeply uncongenial to Francis. Her affection, her fidelity, could not begin to make up to him for the fact that he was no longer asked to her house. Indeed he hated her for that affection, which, as he saw it, was responsible for all the trouble. Like the husband, he experienced a sense of outrage; he too had been betrayed by her. With her inordinate capacity for friendship, she had gulled them both. She, on her side, became aware that Francis was suffering from his exclusion. She imagined (this particular wife was rather stupid) that he missed his old friend, her husband; and to save Francis pain she began to lie. “Jerry misses you terribly,” she would tell him, “but we see hardly anybody any more. Jerry hasn’t been feeling well. We stay home and read detective stories. . . .” Francis, of course, knew better, and eventually it would happen that he met them when they were dining out with a large party of friends, and the poor wife’s duplicity would be exposed. All her nudges and desperate, appealing glances went unanswered—Jerry would not invite Francis to sit down at their table. After that, Francis was always too busy to see her when she called. If anybody mentioned her name, he spoke of her with a rancor that was for him unusual, so that people assumed either that she had come between Francis and his old friend, her husband, or that she had tried to have an affair with Francis and failed. Of the husband he continued to speak in the highest terms, thus reinforcing both of these theories. And his admiration was not simulated. He respected Jerry for the contempt in which Jerry held him—it was an attitude they shared. As for the unfortunate wife, she could never make out what had gone wrong. In the end, she came to believe her husband when he told her, as he frequently did, that she had no talent for human relations.


  Between the Scylla of an Al and the Charybdis of a Jerry’s wife, Francis steers his uneasy course. Perhaps it is the vicissitudes of this life, the vigilance against the true and imaginary dangers, that are responsible for the change in Francis. Certainly it has been hard for him to be obliged, every year or so, to re-examine his premises. Francis had, it seemed to him, made a good bargain with the world. Yet whenever a Jerry’s wife took a fancy to him, he questioned his own shrewdness. If she likes me, he would ask himself, why wouldn’t others, and if likes, why not loves, and does she really and how much? It would be weeks, after such an experience, before Francis could silence these questions. Like a businessman, he feared that he had closed his deal with life too soon; the buyer might have paid much more. And as the businessman can only set his mind at rest by assuring himself that the property he disposed of was really good riddance of a negligible asset, so Francis’ one recourse was to persuade himself once again that he had been perfectly correct in setting the zero, dejected yet triumphant, opposite his own name. But however successful as auditing, these midnight reckonings must have been painful, even to Francis; one night his anesthetized spirit must have awakened in rage and spite.


  Or perhaps nature does abhor a vacuum; perhaps the wall of the sealed, sterile chamber that was Francis’ nature collapsed from atmospheric pressure, and in rushed all the unattached emotions—that is, hatred, envy, fear, which, unlike love, do not cling to a definite object—that float, gaseous, over man’s sphere. At any rate, Francis has been changing. Under our very eyes, he has been turning into everything that he, by definition, was not. If you have failed to notice the steps in this process, it is because you are so much in the habit of not thinking about Francis that he could transform himself into a snake on your parlor floor without attracting your attention. Your indifference has been a cloak of invisibility behind which he has been preparing for you some rather startling surprises. But now that your memory has been jogged on the point, you will recall that his manners, while never highly polished, were once more acceptable than they are today. There was a time, for example, when he left your cocktail parties promptly at seven-thirty, taking with him one of the more burdensome women guests for a table-d’hôte dinner in the Village. But in the course of years his leavetakings have been steadily retarded; soon your wife has been cooking scrambled eggs for him at nine o’clock; and now you are lucky if at midnight or two or three you do not have to make up a bed for him in the spare room or, at the very best, take him home in a taxi and open his door for him. Once it was the interesting guests who stayed, disputing, quoting poetry, playing the piano, singing; today the fascinating people have always somewhere else to go, and every party boils down to Francis Cleary; you do not question this, possibly, but accept it as an analogy to life.


  Perhaps it is Francis’ growing addiction to drink (he no longer waits for you to notice his empty glass but helps himself from the shaker or inquires boldly, “Did someone say something about another drink?”) that keeps him late and is also responsible for the mounting truculence of his conversation. In the old days Francis was always prompt to shut off one of his anecdotes when his companion’s interest slightly wavered away from him; indeed, much of his conversation seemed to be constructed around the interruption he awaited. Gradually, however, he has become more adhesive to his topics. He may be interrupted by the arrival of a newcomer, the host may excuse himself to fetch somebody’s coat, or the hostess may go in to look at the baby—but Francis has put a bookmark in his story. “As I was saying,” he resumes, when the distraction has passed. Furthermore, his opinions, which he used to modulate to suit the conversation, never taking up a position without preparing a retreat from it, have now become rigid and obtrusive. This is particularly true of him in his female aspect. Frances Cleary, once the indistinct listener, now arrives at a party with a single idea that haunts the conversation like a ghost. This idea is almost always regressive in character, the shade of a once-live controversy (abstract vs. representational art, progressive vs. classical education), but the female Frances treats it as though she personally were its relict; any change of subject she regards as irreverence to the dead. “Others may forget but I remember,” her aggrieved expression declares. If the hostess is successful in deflecting her to some more personal topic, a single word overheard from across the room will be enough to send her train of ideas puffing out of the station once more. She has dedicated herself, say, to the defense of Raphael against the menace of Mondrian; momentarily silenced, she will instantly revive should one of the other guests be so careless as to remark, “She’s as pretty as a picture.” “You can talk about pictures all you want,” Frances will begin. . . .


  In the male Francis Cleary this belligerency is more likely to take a physical form. More and more often nowadays, Francis breaks glasses, ash trays, lamps. His elbow catches the maid’s arm as she is serving the gravy, and the hostess’s dress must go to the cleaners. All during an evening, he may have been his old undemanding self, but suddenly, at midnight, a sullenness will fall on him. “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” he will ejaculate when the talk goes over his head. Or he may grab someone else’s hat and stumble savagely out, knocking over a table on his way.


  As a couple, he does not drink too much. On the contrary, he quietly but firmly refuses the third and even the second drink. He arrives early, the two of him, and ensconces himself on the sofa (the Clearys of all numbers and genders have an affinity for the sofa, which they occupy as a symbol of possession). From this point of vantage, he, or shall we say for convenience’ sake, they, overlook the proceedings with a kind of regal lumpishness. Though their position as friends of the family may be new and still insecure, they treat the very oldest and dearest members of the wife’s or the husband’s circle (the college roommate, the former lover) as candidates for their approval. They do not consider it necessary to talk in the ordinary way, but put sharp, inquisitorial questions to the people that are brought up to them (“Would you mind telling me the significance of that yellow necktie?” “Why do the characters in your novels have such a depressing sex life?”), or else they merely sit, demanding to be entertained.


  Like the drinking Francis Cleary, they stay until the last guest has gone, and present a report of their findings to the host and hostess. Nothing has escaped them; they have noticed your former roommate’s stammer and your lover’s squint; they have counted the highballs of the heavy drinker and recorded the tremor of his hand; the woman you thought beautiful is, it turns out, bowlegged, and the lively Russian should have washed his hair. And they present these findings with absolute objectivity; they do not judge but merely report. Though each human being is, so to speak, a work of art, the Clearys are scientists, and take pride in disobeying the artist’s commands. If the artist places a highlight at what he considers a central point of his personality, a highlight that says, “Look here,” the Clearys instantly look elsewhere: the expressiveness of a man’s eyes will never blind them to the weakness of his chin. And you and your wife, who have hitherto obeyed the laws of art and humanity and looked where you were told to look, are now utterly confounded by this clear, bleak view. Your friends whom you regarded as wholes are now assemblages of slightly damaged parts. You are plunged into despair, but you do not question the Clearys’ right to conduct this survey, for their observations are given a peculiar authority and force by the fact that they refer to the other guests—whom they have just met—by their first names. “John drinks terribly, doesn’t he?” they say, and it is useless for you to pretend that this particular evening was exceptional for your friend—that “John” asserts a familiarity with his habits that is greater, if anything, than your own. By the time they have finished their last glass (“Just a little cool water from the tap, please”) and you have seen them to the door you and your wife are utterly drained of energy and belief. There is not even a quarrel left between you, for they have exposed your friends and hers with perfect impartiality. Your world has been depopulated. You have only each other and the Clearys.


  Your sole escape from this intolerable situation is for one of you to blame the Clearys on the other. You can divide them up between you. If the husband, say, can be held responsible for Mr. and Mrs. Cleary (“You were the one who insisted on having them”), the wife can take Francis as her charge. You can treat them, that is, as friends, and this will immediately result in the exclusion of both factions. But now a super Francis Cleary must be found, a zero raised to a higher power, a negation of a negation. The search may be long, you may wander down false trails, but finally one night at a cocktail party you will find him, the ineffable blank, and you and your wife will seize him and drag him home with you to eat sandwiches and talk excitedly like lovers, of why you have never met before. Your difficulties are over, your wife smiles at you again, and when the two of you stand in the doorway to see him off, your arm falls affectionately across her shoulder.


  But alas the same process is about to begin again, and the stakes have been raised. Your new nonentity is larger and emptier than your original little friend; naturally, he commands a higher price. Dozens of other couples are competing with you for this superb creation; he does not hold himself cheap. You realize very quickly from the envious glances your colleagues and neighbors cast toward him whenever you display him at a public gathering that if you want to hold on to him you will have to pay through the nose. Gone are the potted plants, the Christmas cheeses, the toys for the children that were regularly issued by the old Francis Cleary. The super friend gives nothing; he does not even try to make himself agreeable; he will not talk to old ladies or help with the dishes or go to the store for a loaf of bread. His company is all you will ever get of him, and the demands he makes on you will grow steadily more extortionate. If you want him around, his demeanor will tell you, you will have to give up your former friends, your work, your interests, your principles—the whole complex of idiosyncrasies that make up your nature—and your only reward for this terrible sacrifice is that your wife will have to make it too. Soon he will be bringing his own friends to your house, and these friends will be the other couples with whom you share him (did you imagine that he could confine himself to you?). Already he borrows your money, your books, and your whiskey.


  He will stop at nothing, for he has always hated you and now he knows that he has got you where he wants you—you cannot live without him. Watching this monster as he sits at his ease on your sofa, your wife may look back with feelings of actual affection on your queer old friend, Hugh Caldwell; but now it is too late. Hugh Caldwell spits at the mention of your wife’s name, and, quite possibly, at the mention of your own; and, anyway, you ask yourself, are you really sure that you want to see Hugh Caldwell again, especially if it would mean that your wife, in return, could see one of her old friends? No, you say to yourself, we cannot have that; there must be some compromise, some middle way—it is not necessary to go so far. Your mind beats on the door of the dilemma. Surely somewhere, you exclaim silently, somewhere in this great city, living quietly, perhaps, in a furnished room, there is a friend whom neither of us would have to feel so strongly about. . . . Some plain man or woman, some dowdy little couple of regular habits and indefinite tastes, some person utterly unobjectionable, unobtrusive, undefined. . . . With loving strokes, you complete the portrait of this ideal, and all the while there he sits, grinning at you, the lesser evil, but you do not recognize him.


  After all, you say to yourself, my requirements are modest; I will give up anything for a little peace and quiet. You forget that it was in the name of peace and quiet that this despot was welcomed—just as the Jewish banker in the concentration camp forgets the donation he made to the Nazi party fund, back in 1931, when his great fear was communism; just as Benedetto Croce, anti-fascist philosopher, forgot in Naples the days when he supported Mussolini in the Senate at Rome, because order was certainly preferable to anarchy and bolshevism was the real menace. You cannot believe, you will not ever believe, that your desire for peace and quiet, i.e., for the permanent stalemate, has logically resulted in the noisy oppressor on the sofa. On the contrary, his presence there seems to you a cruel and unaccountable accident.


  You are not happy with your wife but you do not want change. In a more romantic period you might have dreamed of voluptuous blondes, fast women and low haunts; you might even have run off with the lady organist or the wife of the Methodist minister. But you are a man of peace and careful respectability. You do not ask adventure or the larger life. Though at one time, theoretically, you may have desired these things, you have perceived that adventure for one can readily be the excuse for adventure for all, and who knows but what your wife’s or your neighbor’s capacity for adventure might be greater than your own? If all men were created equal, programs for achieving equality would not exist. The industrialist would welcome the people’s army into the gates of the factory, if he could be sure that nobody would be any better off than he. We do not want more than anyone else, though we may take more for fear of getting less. What we desire is absolute parity, and this can only be achieved by calculating in a downward direction, with zero as the ultimate, unattainable ideal. Our lives become a series of disarmament conferences: I will reduce my demands if you will reduce yours. With parity as our aim, it is impossible to calculate in an upward direction, for a nation will be allowed a navy which it has not the productive capacity to build, or a man may be granted freedoms which he has not the faculties to exercise, and gross inequalities will immediately result.


  So long as you and I cannot accept the doctrine “From each according to his capacities, to each according to his needs,” the totalitarian state will supply the answer to the difficulties of democracy and Francis Cleary will be the ideal friend. At this very moment, you are planning to overthrow the incumbent Cleary, who happens to be staying with you for the weekend. In a loud voice he has demanded something to eat, though he finished lunch only an hour ago. Your wife has rushed out to the kitchen to make him a chicken sandwich, and you sit watching him in uneasy silence. You are afraid to play the phonograph because he does not like music; you are afraid to initiate a topic of conversation because he resents any mention of persons he has not met or things he does not understand; you are afraid to pick up a newspaper lest he take it as a slight—and if you cross him he will pinch the baby.


  The fires of resistance are lit in your heart as the sandwich comes in and he opens it with a blunt critical finger and asks for pickles and mayonnaise. Your pulse quickens in little throbs of solidarity with your unfortunate wife. You will make, you say to yourself, common cause with her and eject the tyrant. If she will do it for you, so much the better; but there can be no question whatever about the heartiness of your support. The danger is, of course, that in the warm fraternity of the revolt, the coziness of plans and preparations, the intimacy of secret meetings in lonely houses at night, with a reliable farmer standing guard (Qui passe?), certain illusions of your wife’s may be revived. The whole question of friends may be opened again; a period of anarchy may even follow in which all the ghosts of both camps will meet once more in your living room and debate the old issues; tempers will rise and you will have to fling out of the house late at night and look for a room in a hotel. In the interests of peace, you say to yourself, would it not be wiser to select in advance some common friend and avoid the interregnum? Somewhere, only recently did you not meet a couple . . . ? In vain, you try to recall their faces and their name. Memory is obstinate but you do not despair. The very dimness of your impression convinces you that you are on the right track. They are the ones. If you meet them again, you will know them at once and rush forward to meet them with a glad cry of recognition. There is only one difficulty. Supposing they are already engaged . . . ?


  Your only way out of this recurrent nightmare (not counting the humane one, which is hardly worth mentioning) is for you and your wife to take the logical next step, to become the Clearys, say, of Round Hill Road. Why should you shrink from it? What have you to lose? In what do you differ from the man on the sofa?


  The Cicerone


  


  WHEN THEY first met him, in the wagons-lits, he was not so nervous. Tall, straw-colored, standing smoking in the corridor, he looked like an English cigarette. Indeed, there was something about him so altogether parched and faded that he seemed to bear the same relation to a man that a Gold Flake bears to a normal cigarette. English, surely, said the young American lady. The young American man was not convinced. If English, then a bounder, he said, adjusting his glasses to peer at the stranger with such impassioned curiosity that his eyes in their light-brown frames seemed to rush dangerously forward, like strange green headlights on an old-fashioned car. As yet, he felt no unusual interest in the stranger who had just emerged from a compartment; this curiosity was his ordinary state of being.


  It was so hard, the young lady complained, to tell a bounder in a foreign country; one was never sure; those dreadful striped suits that English gentlemen wear . . . and the Duke of Windsor talking in a cockney accent. Here on the Continent, continued the young man, it was even more confusing, with the upper classes trying to dress like English gentlemen and striking the inevitable false notes; the dukes all looked like floorwalkers, but every man who looked like a floorwalker was unfortunately not a duke. Their conversation continued in an agreeable rattle-rattle. Its inspiration, the Bounder, was already half-dismissed. It was not quite clear to either of them whether they were trying to get into European society or whether this was simply a joke that they had between them. The young man had lunched with a viscountess in Paris and had admired her house and her houseboat, which was docked in the Seine. They had poked their heads into a great many courtyards in the Faubourg St. Germain, including the very grandiose one, bristling with guards who instantly ejected them, that belonged to the Soviet Embassy. On the whole, architecture, they felt, provided the most solid answer to their social curiosity: the bedroom of Marie Antoinette at the Petit Trianon had informed them that the French royal family were dwarfs, a secret already hinted at in Mme Pompadour’s bedroom at the Frick museum in New York; in Milan, they would meet the Sforzas through the agency of their Castello; at Stra, on the Brenta, they would get to know the Pisani. They had read Proust, and the decline of the great names in modern times was accepted by them as a fact; the political speeches of the living Count Sforza suggested the table-talk of Mme Verdurin, gracing with her bourgeois platitudes the board of an ancient house. Nevertheless, the sight of a rococo ceiling, a great swaying crystal chandelier, glimpsed at night through an open second-story window, would come to them like an invitation which is known to exist but which has been incomprehensibly lost in the mails; a vague sadness descended, yet they did not feel like outsiders.


  Victors in a world war of unparalleled ferocity, heirs of imperialism and the philosophy of the enlightenment, they walked proudly on the dilapidated streets of Europe. They had not approved of the war and were pacifist and bohemian in their sympathies, but the exchange had made them feel rich, and they could not help showing it. The exchange had turned them into a prince and a princess, and, considering the small bills, the weekly financial anxieties that attended them at home, this was quite an accomplishment. There was no door, therefore, that, they believed, would not open to them should they present themselves fresh and crisp as two one-dollar bills. These beliefs, these dreams, were, so far, no more to them than a story children tell each other. The young man, in fact, had found his small role as war-profiteer so distasteful and also so frightening that he had refused for a whole week to go to his money-changer and had cashed his checks at the regular rate at the bank. For the most part, their practical, moral life was lived, guidebook in hand, on the narrow streets and in the cafés of the Left Bank—they got few messages at their hotel.


  Yet occasionally when they went in their best clothes to a fashionable bar, she wearing the flowers he had bought her (ten cents in American money), they hoped in silent unison during the first cocktail for the Dr.-Livingstone-I-presume that would discover them in this dark continent. And now on the train that was carrying them into Italy, the European illusion quickened once more within them. They eyed every stranger with that suspension of disbelief which, to invert Wordsworth, makes its object poetical. The man at the next table had talked all through lunch to two low types with his mouth full, but the young man remained steady in his conviction that the chewer was a certain English baronet traveling to his villa in Florence, and he had nearly persuaded the young lady to go up and ask him his name. He particularly valued the young lady today because, coming from the West, she entered readily into conversation with people she did not know. It was a handicap, of course, that there were two of them (“My dear,” said the young lady, “a couple looks so complete”), but they were not inclined to separate—the best jockey in a horse race scorns to take a lighter weight. Unfortunately, their car, except for the Bounder at the other end, offered very little scope to his imaginative talent or her loquacity.


  But, as they were saying, Continental standards were mysteriously different; at the frontier at Domodossola a crowd gathered on the rainy platform in front of their car. Clearly there was some object of attraction here, and, dismissing the idea that it was herself, the young lady moved to the window. Next to her, a short, heavy, ugly man with steel-rimmed spectacles was passing some money to a person on the platform, who immediately hurried away. Other men came up and spoke in undertones through the window to the man beside her. In all of this there was something that struck the young lady as strange—so much quiet and so much motion, which seemed the more purposeful, the more businesslike without its natural accompaniment of sound. Her clear, school-teacher-on-holiday voice intruded resolutely on this quarantine. “Qu’est-ce que se passe?” she demanded. “Rien,” said her neighbor abruptly, glancing at her and away with a single, swiveling movement of the spectacled eyes. “C’est des amis qui rencontrent des amis.” Rebuffed, she turned back to the young man. “Black market,” she said. “They are changing money.” He nodded, but seeing her thoughts travel capably to the dollar bills pinned to her underslip, he touched her with a cautioning hand. The dead, non-committal face beside her, the briefcase, the noiseless, nondescript young men on the platform, the single laugh that had rung out in the Bounder’s end of the car when the young lady had put her question, all bade him beware: this black market was not for tourists. The man who had hurried away came back with a dirty roll of bills which he thrust through the window. “Ite, missa est,” remarked the young lady sardonically, but the man beside her gave no sign of having heard; he continued to gaze immovably at the thin young men before him, as though the transaction had not yet been digested.


  At this moment, suddenly, a hubbub of singing, of agitated voices shouting slogans was heard. A kind of frenzy of noise, which had an unruly, an unmistakably seditious character, moved toward the train from somewhere outside the shed. The train gave a loud puff. “A revolution!” thought the young lady, clasping the young man’s hand with a pang of terror and excitement; he, like everyone else in the car, had jumped to his feet. A strange procession came into sight, bright and bedraggled in the rain—an old woman in a white dress and flowered hat waving a large red flag, two or three followers with a homemade-looking bouquet, and finally a gray-bearded old man dressed in an ancient frock coat, carrying an open old-fashioned black umbrella and leaping nimbly into the air. Each of the old man’s hops was fully two yards high; his thin legs in the black trousers were jackknifed neatly under him; the umbrella maintained a perfect perpendicular; only his beard flew forward and his coat-tails back; at the summit of each hop, he shouted joyously, “Togliatti!” The demonstration was coming toward the car, where alarm had given way to amazement; Steel Glasses alone was undisturbed by the appearance of these relics of political idealism; his eyes rested on them without expression. Just as they gained the protection of the shed, the train, unfortunately, began to move. The followers, lacking the old man’s gymnastic precision, were haphazard with the bouquet; it missed the window, which had been opened for the lira-changing, and fell back into the silent crowd. The train picked up speed.


  In the compartment, the young man was rolling on the seat with laughter; he was always the victim of his emotions, which—even the pleasurable ones—seemed to overrun him like the troops of some marauding army. Thus happiness, with him, had a look of intensest suffering, and the young lady clucked sympathetically as he gasped out, “The Possessed, The Possessed.” To the newcomer in the compartment, however, the young man’s condition appeared strange. “What is the matter with him?” the young man, deep in the depths of his joy, heard an odd, accented little voice asking; then the young lady’s voice was explaining, “Dostoevski . . . a small political center . . . a provincial Russian town.” “But no,” said the other voice, “it is Togliatti, the leader of Italian Communists who is in the next compartment. He is coming from the Peace Conference where he talks to Molotov.” The words, Communist, Molotov, Peace Conference, bored the young man so much that he came to his senses instantly, sat up, wiped his glasses, and perceived that it was the Bounder who was in the compartment, and to whom the young lady was now re-explaining that her friend was laughing because the scene on the platform had reminded him of something in a book. “But no,” protested the Bounder, who was still convinced that the young lady had not understood him. He appeared to come to some sort of decision and ran out into the corridor, returning with a Milanese newspaper folded to show an item in which the words, Togliatti, Parigi, Pace, and Molotov all indubitably figured. The young lady, weary of explanation, allowed a bright smile as of final comprehension to pass over her features and handed the paper to the young man, who could not read Italian either; in such acts of submission their conversations with Europeans always ended. They had got used to it, but they sometimes felt that they had stepped at Le Havre into some vast cathedral where a series of intrusive custodians stood between them and the frescoes relating with tireless patience the story of the Nativity. Europeans, indeed, seemed to them often a race of custodians, didactic automatons who answered, like fortune-telling machines, questions to which one already knew the answer or questions which no one would conceivably ask.


  True to this character, the Bounder, now, had plainly taken a shine to the young lady, who was permitting him to tell her facts about the Italian political situation which she had previously read in a newspaper. That her position on Togliatti was identical with his own, he assumed as axiomatic, and her dissident murmurs of correction he treated as a kind of linguistic static. Her seat on the wagons-lits spoke louder to him than words; she could never persuade him that she hated Togliatti from the left, any more than she could convince a guide in Paris of her indifference to Puvis de Chavannes. Her attention he took for assent, and only the young man troubled him, as he had troubled many guides in many palaces and museums by lingering behind in some room he fancied; an occasional half-smothered burst of laughter indicated to the two talkers that he was still in the Dostoevski attic. But the glances of tender understanding that the young lady kept rather pointedly turning toward her friend were an explanation in pantomime; his alarms stilled, the visitor neatly drew up his trousers and sat down.


  They judged him to be a man about forty-two years old. In America he might have passed for younger; he had kept his hair, light-brown and slightly oiled, with a ripple at the brow and a half-ripple at the back; his figure, moreover, was slim—it had not taken on that architectural form, those transepts, bows, and barrel-vaulting, that with Americans demonstrate (how quickly often!) that the man is no longer a boy but an Institution. Like the young lady’s hairdresser, like the gay little grocer on Third Avenue, he had retained in middle age something for which there is no English word, something très mignon, something gentil, something joli garçon. It lay in a quickness and lightness of movement, in slim ankles, small feet, thin, agile wrists, in a certain demure swoop of lowering eyelids, in the play of lashes, and the butterfly flutter of the airy white handkerchief protruding from the breast pocket. It lay also in a politeness so eager as to seem freshly learned and in a childlike vanity, a covert sense of performance, in which one could trace the swing of the censer and the half-military, half-theatrical swish of the altar-boy’s skirts.


  But if this sprightliness of demeanor and of dress gave the visitor an appearance of youthfulness, it also gave him, by its very exaggeration, a morbid appearance of age. Those quick, small smiles, those turns of the eye, and expressive raisings of the eyebrow had left a thousand tiny wrinkles on his dust-colored face; his slimness too had something cadaverous in it—chicken-breasted he appeared in his tan silk gabardine suit. And, oddly enough, this look of premature senility was not masculine but feminine. Though no more barbered and perfumed than the next Italian man, he evoked the black mass of the dressing-table and the hand-mirror; he reminded them of that horror so often met in Paris, city of beauty, the well-preserved woman in her fifties. At the same time, he was unquestionably a man; he was already talking of conquests. It was simply, perhaps, that the preservation of youth had been his main occupation; age was the specter he had dealt with too closely; like those middle-aged women he had become its intimate through long animosity.


  Yet just as they had decided that he was a man somehow without a profession (they had come to think in unison and needed the spoken word only for a check), he steered himself out of a small whirlpool of ruffled political feelings and announced that he was in the silk business. He was returning from London, and had spent a week in Paris, where he had been short of francs and had suffered a serious embarrassment when taking a lady out to lunch. The lady, it appeared, was the wife of the Egyptian delegate to the Peace Conference, whom he had met—also—on the wagons-lits. There was a great deal more of this, all either very simple or very complicated, they were unable to say which, for they could not make out whether he was telling the same story twice, or, whether, as in a folk tale, the second story repeated the pattern of the first but had a variant ending. His English was very odd; it had a speed and a precision of enunciation that combined with a vagueness of grammar so as to make the two Americans feel that they were listening to a foreign language, a few words of which they could recognize. In the same way, his anecdotes had a wealth and circumstantiality of detail and an overall absence of form, or at least so the young lady, who was the only one who was listening, reported later to the young man. The young man, who was tone-deaf, found the visitor’s conversation reminiscent of many concerts he had been taken to, where he could only distinguish the opening bars of any given work; for him, Mr. Sciarappa’s stories were all in their beginnings, and he would interrupt quite often with a reply square in the middle, just as, quite often, he used to break in with wild applause when the pianist paused between the first and second movements of a sonata.


  But at the mention of the silk business, the young man’s eyes had once more burned a terrifying green. With his afflamed imagination, he was at the same time extremely practical. Hostile to Marxist theory, he was marxist in personal matters, having no interest in people’s opinions, or even, perhaps, in their emotions (the superstructure), but passionately, madly curious as to what people did and how they made their money (the base). He did not intend that Mr. Sciarappa (he had presented his card) should linger forever in Paris adding up the lunch bill of the Egyptian delegate’s wife. Having lain couchant for the ten minutes that human politeness required, he sprang into the conversation with a question: did the signor have an interest in the silk mills at Como? And now the visitor betrayed the first signs of nervousness. The question had suggested knowledge that was at least second-hand. The answer remained obscure. Mr. Sciarappa did not precisely own a factory, nor was he precisely in the exporting business. The two friends, who were not lacking in common humanity, precipitately turned the subject to the beauty of Italian silks, the superiority of Italian tailoring to French or even English tailoring, the chic of Italian men. The moment passed, and a little later, under the pretense of needing her help as a translator, Mr. Sciarappa showed the young lady a cablegram dated London which seemed to be a provisional order for a certain quantity of something, but the garbled character of the English suggested that the cable had been composed—in London—by Mr. Sciarappa himself. Nevertheless, the Americans accepted the cablegram as a proof of their visitor’s bona fides, though actually it proved no more than that he was in business, that is, that he existed in the Italy of the post-war world.


  The troubled moment, in fact, had its importance for them only in retrospect. A seismographic recording of conditions in the compartment would have shown only the faintest tremor. The desire to believe the best of people is a prerequisite for intercourse with strangers; suspicion is reserved for friends. The young lady in particular, being gregarious, took the kindest view of everyone; she was under the impression that she was the only person in the world who told lies. The young man today fell in with her gullibility, with her “normal” interpretations of life, because he saw that they were heading for friendship with Mr. Sciarappa and felt as yet no positive objections to the idea. They were alone in Italy; a guide would be useful. Moreover, Mr. Sciarappa had announced that he was going on to Rome, where he lived with his parents, at midnight. Already he had invited them to join him for a drink in Milan in the famous Galleria; the worst they could expect was a dinner à trois. Therefore, he acted, temporarily, on the young lady’s persuasion that their visitor was an ordinary member of the upper middle classes in vaguely comfortable circumstances, in other words, that he was an abstraction; in the same way, certain other abstract beliefs of hers concerning true love and happiness had conveyed him, somewhat more critical and cautious, into this compartment with her on a romantic journey into Italy.


  But, just as it had come as a surprise to him that love should go on from step to step, that it should move from city to country and cross an ocean and part of a continent, so in Milan it was with a vague astonishment that he beheld Mr. Sciarappa remove his baggage from the taxi in front of their hotel and hurry inside ahead of him to inquire for a room. For the next three days, the trio could be seen any evening promenading, arm in arm, down the long arcade of the Galleria, past the crowded little tables with the pink, and the peach, and the lime, and the orange colored tablecloths, walking with the air of distinguished inseparables, the two tall men and the tallish young lady with a large black hat. Or at noon they could be found there, perspiring and not so distinguished, sipping Americanos, Mr. Sciarappa’s favorite drink, at the café with the orange tablecloths, which Mr. Sciarappa considered the cheapest. At night, they appeared at Giannino’s or Crispi’s (not so expensive as Biffi’s but better food, said Mr. Sciarappa), restaurants where Mr. Sciarappa made himself at home, sending back the wine which the Americans had ordered and getting in its place some thinner and sourer vintage of which he had special knowledge. The one solid trait the two friends could discover in Mr. Sciarappa’s character was a rooted abhorrence of the advertised first-rate, of best hotels, top restaurants, principal shopping streets, famous vineyards; and, since for the first time in many years they saw themselves in a position to command these advantages, they found this trait of Mr. Sciarappa’s rather a cross. In American money, the difference between the best and the mediocre was trifling; indeed even in Italian money, it was often nonexistent. They tried to convince Mr. Sciarappa of this, but their computations he took as an insult to himself and his defeated country. His lip would curl into a small, angry sneer that looked as if it had come out of a permanent-wave machine. “Ah, you Americans,” he would say, “your streets are paved with dollars.”


  The two friends, after the first night, spent on bad beds in an airless room hung with soiled lace curtains, moved with a certain thump into the best hotel next door. They would not have stayed in any case, for the young man had a horror of the sordid, and the best hotel proved, when you counted breakfast, to be cheaper than its second-rate neighbor. Nevertheless, in the circumstances, the move had a significant tone—they hoped to fray, if not to sever, their connection with Mr. Sciarappa, and perhaps also, to tell the truth, to insult him a little. The best hotel, half-requisitioned by the Allied armies, smiled on them with brass and silver insignia, freshly washed summer khaki and blond, straight, water-combed American hair; when Mr. Sciarappa came for cocktails in the same gabardine suit, he looked somehow like a man in prison clothes or the inmate of a mental institution. The young lady, who was the specialist in sentiments, felt toward him sorrow, shame, triumph.


  They could not make out what he wanted of them.


  Whatever business had, on the train, been hurrying him on to Rome had presumably lost its urgency. He never mentioned it again; indeed, the three spoke very little together, and it was this that gave them that linked and wedded look. During the day he disappeared, except for the luncheon apéritif. He went to Como, to Genoa, and, once, in the Galleria, they saw him with an unshaven, white-haired, morose-looking man whom he introduced as his brother-in-law. In restaurants, he was forever jumping up from the table with a gay little wave of the hand to greet a party that was in the act of vanishing into the dark outdoors. Though he was a man who twitched with sociability, whose conversation was a veritable memo pad of given names, connections, ties, appointments, he seemed to be unknown to the very waiters whom he directed in the insolent style of an old customer. The brother-in-law, who plainly disliked him, and they themselves, whom he hated, were his only friends.


  The most remarkable symptom of this hatred, which ate into the conversation leaving acid holes of boredom, which kept him glancing at other tables as though in hope of succor or release, was a tone of unshakable, impolite disbelief. “Ah, I am not such a fool,” his pretty face would almost angrily indicate if they told him that they had spent their morning in the castle-fort of the Sforzas, where beneath the ramparts bombed by the Liberators, a troupe of Italian players with spotlights lent by the American army was preparing to do an American pacifist play. Every statement volunteered by the two friends broke on the edge of Mr. Sciarappa’s contempt like the very thinnest alibi; parks and the public buildings they described to him became as transparent as falsehoods—anyone of any experience knew there were no such places in Milan. When they praised the wicked-looking Filippo Lippi Madonna they had seen in the Sforza Gallery, Mr. Sciarappa and his disaffected brother-in-law, who was supposed to speak no English, exchanged, for the first time, a fraternal, sidewise look: a masterpiece, indeed, their incredulous eyebrows ejaculated—they had heard that story before.


  That Mr. Sciarappa should question their professions of enthusiasm was perhaps natural. His own acquaintance with Italy’s artistic treasures seemed distant; they had had the reputation with him of being much admired by English and American tourists; the English and American air-forces, however, had quoted them, as he saw, at a somewhat lower rate. Moreover, it was as if the devaluation of the currency had, for Mr. Sciarappa’s consistent thought, implicated everything Italian; cathedrals, pictures, women had dropped with the lira. He could not imagine that anyone could take these things at their Baedeker valuation, any more than he could imagine that anyone in his right mind would change dollars into lira at the official rate. The two friends soon learned that to praise any Italian product, were it only a bicycle or a child in the street, was an insult to Mr. Sciarappa’s intelligence. They would be silent—and eventually were—but the most egregious insult, the story that they had come to Italy as tourists, they could not wipe away.


  He felt himself to be the victim of an imposture, that was plain. But did he believe that they were rich pretending to be poor, or poor pretending to be rich? They could not tell. On the whole, it seemed as if Mr. Sciarappa’s suspicions, like everything else about him, had a certain flickering quality; the light in him went on and off, as he touched one theory or another, cruising in his shaft like an elevator. And, as the young man said, you could not blame Mr. Sciarappa for wondering: was it in the character of a rich man or a poor that they stayed in the best hotel, which was slightly less expensive than an American auto-camp?


  The obscurity of their financial position justified Mr. Sciarappa’s anger. Nevertheless, though sympathetic, they grew tired of spending their evenings with a stranger who was continually out of sorts because he could not make up his mind whether they were worth swindling. “We did not come to Italy to see Mr. Sciarappa,” they would say to each other every night as they rode up in the elevator, and would promise themselves to evade this time, without fail, the meeting he had fixed for the next day. Yet as noon came on the following morning, they would find that they were approaching the Galleria. He is waiting, they would say to each other, and without discussion they would hurry on toward the café with the orange tablecloths, where they were late but never quite late enough to miss Mr. Sciarappa.


  He was never glad to see them. He rose to acknowledge them with a kind of bravura laziness of his tall “English” figure, one shoulder lifted in a shrug of ennui or resignation. He kissed the young lady’s hand and said to the young man perfunctorily, and sometimes with a positive yawn, “Hello, sit down, my dear.” One of his odd little tricks was to pretend that they were not together. The young man’s frequent absences of mind he treated literally, when it suited him, as if they were absences of body, and once he carried this so far as to run his fingers up and down the young lady’s bare arm as the three of them rode in a taxi, inquiring as he did so, in the most civil tone imaginable, whether she found her friend satisfactory. His conversation was directed principally to the young lady, but for all that he had no real interest in her. It was the young man whom he watched, often in the mirror of her face, which never left her friend as he talked wildly, excitedly, extravagantly, with long wrists flung outward in intensity of gesture: did Mr. Sciarappa see beauty and strangeness in him or the eccentricity of money? Or was he merely trying to determine which it was that she saw?


  It was irresistible that they should try to coax Mr. Sciarappa (or Scampi, as they had begun to call him, after fried crayfish-tails, his favorite dish) out into the open. The name of a certain lady, middlingly but authentically rich, who was expecting to see them in Venice, began to figure allusively, alluringly, in their conversation. These pointers that they directed toward Polly Herkimer Grabbe had at first a merely educational purpose. National pride forbade that they should allow Scampi to take them for rich Americans when a really good example of the genre existed only a day’s journey away. But their first references to the flower-bulb heiress, to her many husbands, her collection of garden statuary, her career as an impresario of modern architecture, failed, seemingly, to impress Scampi; he raised his eyes briefly from the plate of Saltimbocca (Jump-in-your-mouth) that he was eating, and then returned to his meal. The language difficulties made it sometimes impossible to tell whether Mr. Sciarappa really heard what they said. They had remarked once, for example, in conversational desperation, that they had come to Italy to retrace the footsteps of Lord Byron: they were on their way from Lausanne, where he had composed “The Prisoner of Chillon” in a bedroom of the Hotel Angleterre, to Venice to visit his house on the Grand Canal. “Ah well, my dear,” said Mr. Sciarappa, “if he is an English lord, you do not have to worry; his house will not be requisitioned, and you will have the use of his gondolier.” There had been no way the young man could find of preventing the young lady from supplying the poet’s dates, and now, it seemed, Scampi was under the impression that everyone they knew in Venice was dead. It required the largest brush-strokes to bring Miss Grabbe to life for him. By the third night, when the young man had finished a wholly invented account of Miss Grabbe’s going through the customs with a collection of obscene fountain statuary, Mr. Sciarappa showed interest and inquired how old Miss Grabbe was. The next evening, at cocktails, he had an auto-pullman ticket to Venice.


  He was leaving the next morning at seven. The two Americans, remembering that the flower-bulb heiress was, after all, their friend, felt appalled and slightly frightened at what they had done. They thought of dropping some note of warning into the letter of introduction which of course they would have to write. But then they reflected that if Miss Grabbe was richer than they, she was also proportionately shrewder: glass bricks only could Mr. Sciarappa sell her for that submarine architectural salon she spoke of opening in the depths of the Grand Canal. Miss Grabbe’s intelligence was flighty (she had once forgotten to include the furnace in a winter house that so hugged the idea of warmth that the bathtubs were done in buff), but her estimates were sharp; no contractor or husband had ever padded a bill on her; she always put on her glasses to add up a dinner check. Men, it was true, had injured her, and movements had left her flat, but these misadventures she had cheerfully added to her capital. An indefatigable Narcissa, she adapted herself spryly to comedy when she perceived that the world was smiling; she was always the second to laugh at a pratfall of her spirit. Mr. Sciarappa, at worst, could only be another banana-peel on the vaudeville stage of her history. It was possible, of course, that he might bore her, thought the two friends, reasoning from experience; this alone she would not forgive them, yet Miss Grabbe’s judgments of men were often strikingly lenient—she had been unattached when they left her in Paris.


  Besides, Mr. Sciarappa was looking quite presentable this evening, even though he had not yet changed his suit. Bright, eager, intensely polite, useful, informative, he seemed once more the figure they had seen in the train corridor; some innocent, cavalier hope that had died in those long Milan evenings had revived in him, as the expectation of parting made the two friends recede from him a little and become strangers once more. The letter of introduction wrote itself out, somehow, more affectionately than the friends had planned it. “Enclosed,” it said, “please find Mr. Sciarappa, who has been most helpful to us in Milan.”


  


  Signorina Grabbe was waiting alone with a gondola in the orange-lampshade glow of a Canaletto sunset when their autobus drew up, two days later, at the station. Against the Venetian panorama of white domes and pink towers, Mr. Sciarappa was so pronouncedly absent that it seemed an indelicacy to inquire after him. The two friends, whom solitude and a consciousness of indiscretion had worked up to a pitch of anxiety and melodramatic conjecture, now felt slightly provoked that Miss Grabbe had not, in this short interval, been married or murdered for her money. At the very least, they had expected to be scolded for sending her that curious envoy, but Mr. Sciarappa’s arrival seemed barely to have disturbed Miss Grabbe, who had been busy, so she said, with an inner experience. “Your friend turned up,” she remarked at last, in the tone of one who acknowledges a package. “What on earth did you find to talk to him about?” The young man groaned. Miss Grabbe had put her rich, plump, practiced finger on the flaw in Mr. Sciarappa as prosaically as if he had been a piece of yard-goods—was there nothing more to be said of him? “We found him rather odd,” the young man murmured in half-apology. “Oh, my dear,” said Miss Grabbe, raising her dyed black eyebrows, “all the men you meet on the wagons-lits are like that. You must go to the little campos and the trattorias to meet the real Italians.”


  And as Miss Grabbe went on to talk, in the dipping, swaying gondola, of the intense, insular experience she had found, blazing as the native grappa, in the small, hot squares, the working-class restaurants and dirty churches of Venice, Mr. Sciarappa seemed indeed a poor thing to have offered her, a gimcrack souvenir such as one might have bought in a railway station. The young man blushed angrily as he felt his own trip and that of the young lady shrink to fit inside Mr. Sciarappa’s nipped-in gabardine suit. He was only saved from despair by a memory of Miss Grabbe, as he had last seen her in Paris, alone, with her hunter’s look, and three saucers under her vermouth glass, at a table in a Left Bank café—“Isn’t it divine?” she had called out to him; “don’t you love it, don’t you hate New York?”


  Compared to Miss Grabbe, he perceived, he himself and the young lady would always appear to skim the surface of travel. They were tourists; Miss Grabbe was an explorer. Looking at the two ladies as they sat facing him in the gondola, he saw that their costumes perfectly expressed this difference: the young lady’s large black hat, long gloves, high-heeled shoes, and nylon stockings were a declaration of nationality and a stubborn assertion of the pleasure-principle (what a nuisance that hat had been as it scraped against his neck on the autobus, on the train, in the Metro in Paris); Miss Grabbe’s snood and sandals, her bright glass-bead jewelry, her angora sweater, and shoulder-strap leather handbag, all Italian as the merceria, she wore in the manner of a uniform that announced her mobility in action and her support of the native products. Moreover, her brown face had a weather-beaten look, as though it had been exposed to the glare of many merciless suns; and her eyes blazed out of the sun-tan powder around them with the bright blue stare of a scout; only her pretty, tanned legs suggested a life less hardy—they might have been going to the beach. Like Mr. Sciarappa (for all his little graces), Miss Grabbe seemed to have been parched and baked by exposure, hardened and chapped by the winds of rebuff and failure. In contrast, the young lady, with her pallor and her smile, looked faintly unreal, like a photograph of a girl whose engagement has just been announced. And the young man felt himself joined to her in this sheltered and changeless beatitude; at the same time, in the company of Miss Grabbe as in that of Mr. Sciarappa, he was aware of a slight discomfort, a sense of fatuity, like the brief, antagonized embarrassment he noticed in himself whenever, in answer to the inevitable question, he replied, with a touch of storminess, that he was traveling in Europe for pleasure.


  That he and the young lady were happy became, in this context, a crime, or, at best, a breach of taste, like the conspicuous idleness of the rich. They could hardly, he remarked to himself, be expected to give up their mutual delight because others were not so fortunate; they had already settled this question with regard to steak and cotolette. Yet, catching Miss Grabbe’s eye measuring his happiness in the gondola, he felt inclined to withdraw his feelings to some more private place, just as certain sensitive patrons of restaurants preferred nowadays to feast indoors, secure from the appraisal of the poor. His state, as he well knew, was of peculiar interest to Miss Grabbe: for twenty years, Polly Grabbe had made herself famous by coming to Europe, semi-annually, in pursuit of love. These sorties of hers had the regularity and the directness of buyers’ trips that are signalized by a paid notice in the Paris Herald, announcing to the dressmaking trade that Miss Blank of Franklin Simon is staying at the Crillon. Under the eye of that transatlantic experience, the young man felt a little discomfited, as if he had been modeling a housedress before a cosmopolite audience. He had no wish to judge Miss Grabbe, yet he felt installed in a judgment by the dream of perpetual monogamy into which the young lady had invited him. In an effort to extricate himself, he inquired of Miss Grabbe very civilly, as one traveler to another, how she found the Venetian men, but the heiress only stared at him coldly and asked what he took her for.


  Miss Grabbe was aware of her legend; it half-pleased her, and yet she resented it, for, at bottom, she was naively unconscious of the plain purport of her acts. She imagined that she came abroad out of a cultural impatience with America; in her own eyes, she was always a rebel against a commercial civilization. She hoped to be remembered for her architectural experiments, her patronage of the arts, her championship of personal freedom, and flattered herself that in Europe this side of her was taken seriously. Men in America, she complained, thought only about business, and the European practice of making a business of love seemed to her, in contrast, the mark of an advanced civilization. Sexual intercourse, someone had taught her, was a quick transaction with the beautiful, and she proceeded to make love, whenever she traveled, as ingenuously as she trotted into a cathedral: men were a continental commodity of which one naturally took advantage, along with the wine and the olives, the bitter coffee and the crusty bread. Miss Grabbe, despite her boldness, was not an original woman, and her boldness, in fact, consisted in taking everything literally. She made love in Europe because it was the thing to do, because European lovers were superior to American lovers (“My dear,” she told the young lady, “there’s all the difference in the world—it’s like comparing the very best California claret to the simplest little vin du pays”), because she believed it was good for her, especially in hot climates, and because one was said to learn languages a great deal more readily in bed. The rapid turnover of her lovers did not particularly disconcert her; she took a quantitative view and sought for a wealth of sensations. She liked to startle and to shock, yet positively did not understand why people considered her immoral. A prehensile approach, she inferred, was laudable where values were in question—what was the beautiful for, if not to be seized and savored?


  For Polly Grabbe, as for the big luxury liners and the small school teachers with their yearly piety of Europe, the war had been an enforced hiatus. Though she had wished for the defeat of Hitler and been generous with money to his victims, in her heart she had waited for it to be over with a purely personal impatience. She was among the first to return when travel was once again permitted, an odd, bedizened, little figure, alighting gallantly from the plane, making a spot of color among the American businessmen, her vulturine co-passengers, who were descending on Europe to “look after” their investments. Conditions in Paris shocked these men, deep in their business sense, and Miss Grabbe was dismayed also; her own investment had been swept away. She could not take up where she had left off: people were dead or dispersed or in prison; her past stood about her in fragments, a shattered face looming up here and there like a house-wall in a bombed city; normalcy was far away. But Miss Grabbe did not lack courage. She had learned how to say good-bye and to look ahead for the next thing. Paris, she quickly decided, was beautiful but done for, a shell from which the life had retreated out into the suburbs where a few old friends still persisted, a shell now inhabited by an alien existentialist gossip, and an alien troupe of young men who cadged drinks from her in languid boredom and made love only to each other. Her trip to Italy, therefore, had the character of a farewell and a new beginning, and the hotel suite, into which she now showed the two friends, resembled a branch office which had been opened but was not yet in full operation.


  The wide letto matrimoniale in the bedroom, the washstand, and the bidet with the towel over it, the dressing-table on which were arranged, very neatly and charmingly, Miss Grabbe’s toilet waters and perfumes, her powders and lucite brush and comb, her lipsticks, orange sticks, and tweezers, all had an air unmistakably functional, to which the books and magazines, the cigarettes and pretty colored postcards set out, invitingly, in the sitting room contributed their share, so that it was not so surprising as it might have been to see, when the balcony doors were opened, the figure of Mr. Sciarappa lounging on the terrace, like a waiting client, with a copy of Life.


  This conception of his position, however, seemed not to have struck Mr. Sciarappa. He was there, it seemed, simply for the practical joke of it, for their shrieks, for Miss Grabbe’s discomfiture. He laughed at them with candid merriment, saying, “Caro, I give you a surprise.” The two friends had not seen him so lively since one night in Milan when a tired fat woman, running for a tramcar, had failed to catch it. He showed no inclination at all to step into the role that stood there, ready for him to try on. He had come, he said, as a courier, proposing to take them to dinner, to the Piazza San Marco, to Harry’s Bar, where the smart English officers went and the international set with their electric-blue suits, blonde mistresses, heavy jaws, and decorations from Balkan kings. With all these little offices and services, his mind was completely occupied. His original mission, Miss Grabbe, had plainly dropped into some oubliette of his faculties, and the two friends, observing him, could nearly have sworn that his sole purpose in coming to Venice had been to prepare a place for them, like Jesus for his disciples in Heaven.


  Dinner, however, soon restored him to his normal state of disaffection. Once the four were seated upstairs, in the yellow lamplight at Quadri’s, he was his old self, bored, petulant, abstracted. He jumped up from his chair with almost indecent agility to speak to a bearded gentleman in a respectable suit of clothes, and came back finally to announce that this was Prince Rucellai, an illustrious Florentine nobleman who practiced the trade of antique-dealer. In the manner of all Mr. Sciarappa’s native acquaintances, the prince at once quitted the restaurant, but Mr. Sciarappa’s attention went with him out into the square, abandoning the Americans summarily for the evening. It was as if he suffered from some curious form of amnesia that made him mislay his purpose halfway on the road to accomplishment. He was in Venice and could not remember why, and he stayed on hoping, somehow, for a refreshment of his memory. Now and then, during the following days, the Americans would find him looking at them with a curious concentration, as though their appearance might recall to him his motive in seeking their society. From Miss Grabbe, on the contrary, whose emeralds should have furnished him his clue, he persistently averted his eyes.


  The little bohemian heiress, in fact, was the center of his inattention, an inattention principled and profound. From the very first night, apparently, she had associated herself in his mind with culture, and hence, merely by talking about them, she had fallen into the class of objects—cathedrals, works of art, museums, palaces maintained by the state—which, by being free to all, were valuable, in his opinion, to none. And by the same trick by which he substituted an empty space for the cathedral in the Piazza San Marco, he “vanished” Miss Grabbe from the table at dinner. The possibility of her buying a palazzo, which she spoke of continually, he simply declined to credit. His business interest, it would seem, was far too deep to be aroused by it, and no commission could be large enough to make him expand his idea of money to accommodate within it the living heresy of Miss Grabbe. All over Venice, volunteer real-estate agents were at work for her, the concierge at the Grand Hotel, the lift-boy, a gondolier, two Communist painters in a studio across the Canal. Mr. Sciarappa only smiled impatiently whenever this project was mentioned, and once he nudged the young lady and significantly tapped his head.


  Miss Grabbe, for her part, was unaware of his feelings. The first evening on the balcony, she had expressed herself strongly against him. Pointing dramatically to the blue lagoon, the towers, the domes, the clouds, the Palladian front of San Giorgio, all as pink and white, as airy, watery, clear, and neat as the bottles and puffs on her own dressing-table, she had taken the young man’s arm and invited him to choose. “My dear, why do you see him? He is not our sort,” she had said. “Life is too short. He will spoil Venice for you if you let him.” The young man had simply stared. Mr. Sciarappa was a nuisance, but he felt no inclination to trade him for the Venetian “experience.” The bargain was too sharp for his nature. If Mr. Sciarappa obstructed the European view, he also replaced it. The mystery of Europe lay in him as solidly as in the stones of Venice, and it was somewhat less worn by previous inquisitive travelers. Night after night, he and the young lady would sit up examining Mr. Sciarappa with the refined passion of connoisseurs. It was true that sometimes at the dinner-hour they would try to give him the slip, yet they felt a certain relief whenever he rose from behind a potted plant in the hotel lobby to claim, once again, their company. He had become a problem for them in both senses of the word: the impossibility of talking with him was compensated for by the possibilities of talking about him, and the detachment of their attitude was, they felt, atoned for by their neighborliness in the physical sphere. How much, in fact, they had come to feel that they owed Mr. Sciarappa their company, they did not recognize until the afternoon, extraordinary to them, when he was not on hand to collect the debt.


  The day of the fiesta he silently disappeared. Like everyone else in Venice he had been planning on the occasion. Colored lanterns had been attached to the gondolas, floats were being decked, and rumors, gay as paper flowers, promised a night of license, masking, and folly. A party of English tourists was expected; Miss Grabbe was trying on eighteenth-century court costumes with the Communists across the Canal. Apparently, Mr. Sciarappa had set this as the date of his own liberation, for at the apéritif hour he was not to be seen, either at the hotel or, as he had stipulated, in the Piazza. The two friends connected his appearance with the arrival of the English tourists, for at the first mention of their existence, his mind had ducked underground, into the tunnel where his real life was conducted. They had known him long enough to see him as a city of Catacombs, and to interpret his lapses of attention as signs of the keenest interest; his silences were the camouflaged entrances to the Plutonian realm of his thoughts. Nevertheless, they felt slightly shocked and abandoned. Like many intellectual people, they were alarmed by the confirmation of theories—was the world as small as the mind? They telephoned their hotel twice, but their friend had left no messages for them, and, disturbed, they allowed Miss Grabbe to go off with her maskers while they watched on the cold jetty the little gondolas chasing up and down the Canal in pursuit of the great floating orchestra which everybody had seen in the afternoon but which now, like Mr. Sciarappa, had unaccountably disappeared.


  Some time later, they perceived Mr. Sciarappa alone in a gondola that was rapidly making for the pier. They would not have recognized him had he not called out effusively, “Ah, my friends, I am looking for you all over Venice tonight.”


  The full force of this lie was lost on them, for they were less astonished to find Scampi in a falsehood than to find him in a new suit. In dark blue and white stripes, he stepped out of the gondola; gold links gleamed at his wrists; his face was soft from the barbershop, and a strong fragrance of Chanel caused passers-by to turn to stare at them. The bluish-white glare from the dome of San Giorgio, lit up for the occasion, fell on him, accentuating the moment. The heavier material had added a certain substantiality to him; like the men in Harry’s Bar, he looked sybaritic, prosperous, and vain. But this transfiguration was, it became clear, merely the afterglow of some hope that had already set for him. Wherever he had been, he had failed to accomplish his object, if indeed he had had an object beyond the vague adventure of a carnival night. He was more nervous than ever, and he invited them to join him on the Canal in the manner of a man who is weighing the security of companionship against the advantages of the lone hand. The two friends declined, and he put off once more in the gondola, saying, “Well, my dears, you are right; it is just a tourist fiesta.” The two retired to their window to wonder whether the English tourists, and not themselves or Miss Grabbe, had not been, after all, the real Venetian attraction. The Inglesi’s arrival might well have been anticipated in a newspaper, particularly since they had the reputation of being rich collectors of furniture. Mr. Sciarappa’s restless behavior, irrational in a pursuer who has already come up with his prey, was appropriate enough to the boredom and anxiety of waiting. Indeed, sometimes, watching him drum on the table, they had said to themselves that he behaved toward them like a passenger who is detained between trains in a provincial railroad station and vainly tries to interest himself in the billboard and the ticket collector.


  Miss Grabbe had taken very little part in all this mental excitement. So far as the two friends could see, he had no erotic interest for her. She was as adamant to his virility as he to the evidence of her money—it would have disturbed all her preconceptions to discover sex in a business suit. She received his disappearance calmly, saying, “I thought you wanted to get rid of him—he has probably found bigger fish.” In general, after her first protest, she had grown accustomed to Mr. Sciarappa, in the manner of the rich. For her he did not assume prominence through the frequency of his attendance, but on the contrary he receded into the surroundings in the fashion of a piece of furniture that is “lived with.” She opened and closed him like a guidebook whenever she needed the name of a hotel or a hairdresser or had forgotten the Italian for what she wanted to say to the waiter. Having money, she had little real curiosity; she was not a dependent of the world. It did not occur to her to inquire why he had come, nor did she ask when he would leave. She too spoke of him as “Scampi,” but tolerantly, without resentment, as nice women call a dog a rascal. She was not, despite appearances, a woman of strong convictions; she accepted any current situation as normative and was not anxious for change. Her money had made her insular; she was used to a mercenary circle and had no idea that outside it lovers showed affection, friends repaid kindness, and husbands did not ask an allowance or bring their mistresses home to bed. So now she accepted Mr. Sciarappa’s dubious presence without particular question; it struck her as far less unnatural than the daily affection she witnessed between the young man and the young lady. She domesticated all the queerness of his being with them in Venice. “My dear,” she remonstrated with the young man, “he simply wants to sell us something,” dissipating Sciarappa as succinctly as if he had been a Fuller Brush man at the door. It irritated them slightly that she would not see the problem of Sciarappa, and they did not guess that now, when they had given up expecting it, she would grapple with their problem more matter-of-factly than they. While the two friends slept, through the night of the fiesta she and Mr. Sciarappa made love; when he departed, in dressing-gown and slippers, she thanked him “for a very pleasant evening.”


  Mr. Sciarappa, however, did not stay to cement the relationship. He left Venice precipitately, as though retreating ahead of Miss Grabbe’s revelations. He was gone the next afternoon, without spoken adieus, leaving behind him a list of the second-best restaurants in Florence for the young lady, with an asterisk marking the ones where he was personally known to the headwaiter. “Unhappily,” his note ran, “one cannot be on a holiday forever.” On a final zigzag of policy he had careened away from them into the inexplicable. Now that he had declared himself in action, his motives seemed the more obscure. What, in fact, had he been up to? It was impossible to find out from Miss Grabbe, for to her mind sex went without explanations; it seemed to her perfectly ordinary that two strangers who were indifferent to each other should spend the night locked in the privacies of love.


  Sitting up in bed, surrounded by hot-water bottles (for she had caught cold in her stomach), she received the two friends at tea-time and related her experiences of the night, using confession matter-of-factly, as a species of feminine hygiene, to disinfect her spirit of any lingering touch of the man. Scampi, she said, accepting the nickname from the young man as a kind of garment for the Italian gentleman, who seemed to stand there before them, shivering and slightly chicken-breasted in the nude, Scampi, she said, was very nice, but not in any way remarkable, the usual Italian man. He had taken her back from the fiesta, where the orchestra had never been found and she had grown tired of the painters, who looked ridiculous in costume when no one else was dressed. He had pinched her bottom on the Riva and undressed her on the balcony; they had tussled and gone to bed. Upon the cold stage of Miss Grabbe’s bald narrative, he capered in and out like a grotesque, now naked, chasing her naked onto the balcony, now gorgeous in a silk dressing-gown and slippers tiptoeing down the corridor of the hotel, now correct in light tan pajamas dutifully, domestically, turning out the light. For a moment, they saw him all shrunken and wizened. (“My dear, he is much older than you think,” said Miss Grabbe confidentially), and another glimpse revealed him in an aspect still more intimate and terrible, tossing the scapular he wore about his neck, and which hung down and interfered with his love-making, back again and again, lightly, flippantly, recklessly, over his thin shoulder.


  “Stop,” cried the young lady, seizing the young man’s hands and pressing them in an agony of repentance to her own bosom. “Does it shock you?” inquired Miss Grabbe, lifting her black eyebrows. “Darling, you gave me Sciarappa.”


  “No, no,” begged the young lady, for it seemed to her that this was not at all what they had wanted, this mortal exposé, but that, on the contrary, they had had in mind something more sociological, more humane—biographical details, Mr. Sciarappa’s relation with his parents, his social position, his business, his connection with the Fascist state. But of all this, of course, Miss Grabbe could tell them nothing. The poor Italian, hunted down, defenseless, surprised in bed by a party of intruders, had yielded nothing but his manhood. His motives, his status, his true public and social self, everything that the young lady now called “the really interesting part about him,” he had carried off with him to Rome intact. He was gone and had left them with his skin, withered, dry, unexpectedly old. Through Miss Grabbe, they had come as close to him bodily as the laws of nature permit, and there at the core there was nothing—they had known him better in the Galleria in Milan. As for the affective side of him, the emotions and sentiments, here too he had eluded them. Miss Grabbe’s net had been too coarse to catch whatever small feelings had escaped him during the encounter.


  A sense of desolation descended on the room, the usual price of confidences. It was a relief when one of the Communist painters came in with some lira, which Miss Grabbe put in her douche-bag. The two friends exchanged a glance of illumination. Had this repository for his country’s debased currency proved too casual for Mr. Sciarappa’s sense of honor? Was this the cause of his flight? If so, was it the lira or his manhood that was insulted? Or were the two, in the end, indistinguishable?


  The two friends could never be sure, and when they left Venice shortly afterwards they were still debating whether some tactlessness of Miss Grabbe’s had set Scampi at last in motion or whether his own action, by committing him for an hour or so, had terrified him into instant removal. He was a theoretician of practice so pure, they said to each other on the bus, that any action must appear to him as folly because of the risks to his shrewdness that it involved, a man so worldly that he saw the world as a lie too transparent to fool Rino Sciarappa, who was clever and knew the ropes. As they passed through the bony Apennines, the landscape itself seemed to wear a face baked and disabused as Mr. Sciarappa’s own, and thus to give their theories a geological and national cast. The terraced fields lay scorched, like Mr. Sciarappa’s wrinkles, on the gaunt umber-colored hillsides; like his vernal hopes, plants sprang up only to die here, and the land had the mark of wisdom—it too had seen life. After these reflections, it was a little anticlimactic to meet, half an hour after their arrival in Florence, the face of Italian history, whose destination had been announced as Rome. “He is following us, but he is ahead,” said the young man, abandoning historical explanations forever. Only one conclusion seemed possible—he must be a spy.


  In Florence, at any rate, he appeared to be acquainted; he introduced them to a number of American girls who worked in United States offices and to one or two young men who wore American uniforms. All of these people, as he had once promised them in Venice, called him by his first name; yet when the dinner-hour drew near the whole party vanished as agilely as Mr. Sciarappa, and the two friends found themselves once more going to his favorite restaurant, drinking his favorite wine, and being snubbed first by the waiter and then by their impatient guide. If he was a spy, however, his superiors must at last have given him a new assignment, for the next day he left Florence, not without giving the young lady his restaurant key to Rome.


  In Rome, curiosity led them, at long last, and with some reluctance, to investigate his address, which he had written out in the young lady’s address book long ago, on the train, outside Domodossola, when their acquaintance had promised to be of somewhat shorter duration. As their steps turned into the dusty Via San Ignazio, they felt their hearts quicken. The European enigma and its architectural solution lay just before them, around a bend in the street, and they still, in spite of everything, should not have been surprised to find a renaissance palace, a coat of arms, and a liveried manservant just inside the door. But the house was plain and shabby; it was impossible to conceive of Mr. Sciarappa’s gabardines proceeding deftly through the entrance. Looking at this yellow house, at the unshaven tenant in his undershirt regarding them from the third-story window, and the mattress and the geranium in the fourth, the two friends felt a return of that mortification and unseemly embarrassment they had experienced in Miss Grabbe’s bedroom. This house too was an obscenity, like the shrunken skin and the scapular, but it also was a shell which Rino Sciarappa did not truly inhabit. By common consent, they turned silently away from it, with a certain distaste which, oddly enough, was not directed at Mr. Sciarappa or his residence, but, momentarily, at each other. The relation between pursuer and pursued had been confounded, by a dialectic too subtle for their eyes.


  The Old Men


  


  TO THE young man in the hospital nightshirt, the continuous moaning of the old voice across the hall was at first a simple irritant, like the clanking of radiator pipes. Could not somebody put a stop to it? was his involuntary, impatient query. He was furious with the hospital, with the doctor, and above all with his own irrelevance in having fallen off a ladder in his friend’s New England studio and landed here, at the county seat, with a broken elbow, in the private wing of an institution that, in everything but the charge per diem, resembled penury itself. The windy old voice perpetually crying “Nurse, nurse!” from just across the corridor, groaning, quavering, soughing, seemed to typify everything that was antiquated and unnecessary in the whole situation. Despite the young man’s efforts to take a more humane view, the notion that his old neighbor could be turned off with one severe twist of the wrist, like a leaking faucet, persisted in the young man’s head, together with the conviction that he himself, in the old man’s position, would have shown more self-control. Once he had allowed himself to voice this comparative judgment, however, he was immediately filled with chagrin, for he was a just young man, of a cool but chivalrous disposition, and he recognized that there had been nothing, as yet, in his young life to test his powers of self-restraint; all he could say with positiveness was that in order to utter such vivid groans as proceeded from the opposite room he would have to be a different person—i.e., to be ailing and old.


  Yet the fact that he knew himself to be, on the contrary, rosy-cheeked, gold-haired, well-favored, a graduate student of history at Harvard University, the indulged son of his parents, did not dispose of his irritation. In fact, it only quickened it by making it appear unreasonable. To grit his teeth and endeavor not to hear would have been the conventional recourse, but his native hospitality and politeness now suddenly forbade him to eliminate the suffering old man from his consciousness, even if this had been physically possible. He felt a social obligation to listen. Yet the faculty of sympathetic attention, the young man rapidly discovered, as he tried remorsefully to exercise it, is like the faculty of hearing: it ceases to reply to a regularly offered stimulus, just as one ceases to be able to hear a clock ticking in a room. He found, upon experiment, that it was possible to replenish his compassion by picturing the old man as dying (in the manner of a jaded libertine who resorts to a mental image to resuscitate the inert fact of love), but even this spur to fellow-feeling soon failed to prick his imagination. In a very short time, he resigned himself to the truth that he could feel sad about the old man but not really sorry, and that for every squeeze of generalized pity, there was a spurt of concrete hatred and repugnance.


  “Am I a monster?” he asked himself curiously. “Or is this what everyone secretly feels toward another’s ills, toward the intrusion of a foreign body into the consciousness—a reflex of distaste and censure?” In common with many of his generation who had missed the overseas war, he had kept, up to this moment, a boy’s methodical piety toward the paraplegic, the refugee, the concentration-camp inmate, and even, in a peculiar way (typical also of his age and class), toward the torturer, who seemed to share somehow with the victim the distinction of participating in the actual. Now with the actual close at hand, in the form of a living sufferer, he was astonished to find it more remote from his own center of being, more irrelevant to his purposes and interests, than the sight of a plane crashing he had recently watched in a newsreel. A slight tremor of anxiety went through him: would others extrude him from their midst so casually when his time came, or was he himself deficient in the ordinary corpuscles of humanity?


  A screen had been cutting off his view of the invalid across the hall, but at mealtime he gradually became aware of a process of ingestion that was going on in that room, a steady munching and salivating, which he felt rather than heard. This surprised him very much, and once, when the screen was moved, he caught a glimpse of a lump of bedclothes in the middle of the iron bedstead, which surprised him also, in the same way. There was something very active in that lump, very much alive, though how a mere convexity of bedclothes could communicate that impression, the young man could not tell.


  All along, some reasoner in himself had been urging on him the idea that the old fellow was not really very sick, but the fact that such a suggestion could even occur to him, was so shocking to his conscience that he had not stopped to consider it on its merits. Now, however, he sat up in bed and began to attend more objectively to his neighbor, who at present was banging feebly with what sounded like a spoon on a glass. A nurse grumbled next door in the diet kitchen; there was a rustle of starched skirts. “Use your bell, Mr. Ciccone,” she commanded. A faint moan answered her; a creak of arch-preservers followed, as the nurse moved swiftly toward the bed. “Mr. Ciccone!” she cried sharply. The young man’s heart gave a lurch (“Forgive me,” he dumbly articulated, winging the thought after the old man, to catch him there, on the brink), but then from behind the screen came a grunt and a gurgling tobaccoey noise, like the mirth of a subterranean river-god. The old man was laughing.


  The young man uttered a limp cry. Everything had abruptly coalesced: the name Mr. Ciccone, the pictorial bass with a crack in it, the tremolo and the quaver. Mr. Ciccone was acting. And instantly that collection of noises, to which the young man had been vainly striving to assign a poignant universal reality, acquired life and character. The unseen Mr. Ciccone presented himself: yellow skin, rheumy yet brilliant black eyes, white mustachios, thin liver-spotted hands, long white nightshirt. An Italian grocer, the young man conjectured, with a son in dentistry or the automobile business; a natural obstructionist and fraud, posed, in a white apron, with a mime’s sense of the picturesque, against the escarole and the pomegranates, the barrels of imported almonds and walnuts, weighing out the parmigiano on the non-Detecto scales. The young man laughed joyously aloud. Mr. Ciccone was off his conscience and lodged preferentially in his heart.


  From this moment, he came to wait for the groans and laments, for the plaintive tinkle of the spoon on the glass, the short puffs of indignation, the struggle against the bedpan and the hypodermic syringe. Mr. Ciccone, as he soon learned from one of the internes, was not in fact very sick; a leg injury and a mild diabetic condition had combined to put him in the hospital, where he was regarded as a “character” by the nurses on the floor. All day long, they scolded the disobedient old party, who was continually bored and mischievous but never would trust his bell to summon attention. He felt cozened by this “bell” or light, not being able to hear it ring, and preferred to rely, in any personal emergency, on his own histrionic powers, weakly crying, “Nurse, nurse!”, tapping with the spoon on the glass, gasping, choking, playing dead. He was able to counterfeit extremity with such various and graphic realism that, though he had been some time in the hospital, the nurses would still rustle in alarm down the corridor (“Coming, Mr. Ciccone!”), only to find the old man, with the covers drawn up to his chin, chuckling at them and demanding a game of casino or a glass of Coca-Cola. Sometimes, when a new student relief nurse was on the corridor, Mr. Ciccone would actually get his way and would be sitting up in bed, finishing the forbidden beverage, when the head floor-nurse would fly in, all indignant cap and rattling keys—“Why, Mr. Ciccone, you know that Coca-Cola is bad for you”—and whisk the glass out of the room.


  Mr. Ciccone, naturally, took medicine only under protest. He would bargain for a game of cards in exchange for good behavior, and, failing this, two or three times a day he would put up a convincing resistance to the sedatives, enemas, milk of magnesia, penicillin or insulin injections called for by his chart, only stopping short of direct physical combat, and, having concentrated a whole battery of nurses in his room, submitting all of a sudden with an exaggerated show of weakness as though to twit them for their display of force. After each of these submissions, he would moan for a long time, harrowingly, so that the delighted young man across the way could trace (as he knew someone was meant to) the whole nefarious course of the medicine down Mr. Ciccone’s injured gullet into his protesting stomach or through the tissues of his aged buttocks up to his shuddering heart.


  


  The young man, too, execrated the routines of the hospital. The dreary food, dirty rooms, noise, lack of conveniences, the understaffed and officious personnel with its eternal “Doctor’s orders” vexed his intellect far more than his comfort, yet, on his own behalf, as a private patient, he could not nerve himself to complain. Conditions in hospitals all over the country, so he had heard, or read in an article, were nearly as absurd as this; someone ought to speak out against being waked up, as he was, two and a quarter hours before breakfast, at six every morning, on the pretext of having his temperature taken or his bandage examined, and waked up again (assuming he had been allowed to fall asleep) at three in the afternoon with a basin of lukewarm water, a toothbrush, and an order to “wash up” for the night. The idea of paying twelve dollars a day for this nonchalant and peremptory “care” was a constant insult to his acumen, but to protest on this basis was to imply that, had he been paying less, he would have had fewer grounds for objections. This, to a young man of liberal views, was not a tenable position. For purposes of social criticism, he could have wished himself a patient in the wards, where the very generalized injustice of the situation would have given him a right to speak. Shyness, the wish to appear a “good” patient, chivalry toward the nurses, all contributed to silence his criticism, but in his own eyes he was restrained, above all, by the sense that a demonstration against bureaucratic routine and authoritarian slovenliness on the part of a single private patient would so plainly lack a “popular” character.


  What he had seen, however, of conditions in the private wing did not inspire him to transfer to the men’s ward for the mere privilege of playing the rebel there. He was determined simply to get well and be shut of this place as quickly as possible. He had been put in the hospital by his friend, and by his friend’s wife, whom, as a matter of fact, he had been leaning forward to kiss when he fell off the ladder in the studio. They had sent him a bunch of bronze chrysanthemums and left him more or less to himself; he could imagine that Mrs. X regarded the fall as some sort of “judgment” for their series of desultory indiscretions; she had not, in any case, during their single stiff visit to his bedside, directed her eyes fully into his.


  For this, the young man was thankful. For his own part, he had no wish to see either of the Xes again and had only feared that the accident, and the whole atmosphere of crisis surrounding it, would enclose him in a triangle by a sheer convention of the prevailing social geometry. Whatever had happened to prevent this—whether Mrs. X had “told” her husband, whether he had “guessed,” or whether the accident had brought home to them what a nuisance, after all, other people (guests, in particular) really were, a common discovery of couples—the young man did not care. Throughout their visit, he himself had chattered incessantly about the hospital, Mr. Ciccone, the personal traits of the different nurses, never stopping to inquire about the farm, the pig, the projected dinner party, Mr. X’s painting, while husband and wife exchanged glances, like promissory notes on a future conversation, indicating that they would never have believed, if illness and isolation had not shown them, how intensely trivial and self-centered this friend in the nightshirt was.


  The solitude in which they left him, and the repudiation of their transient intimacy, gave the young man occasion to assess in his own terms the twenty-four-year-old person who, shorn of all identifying marks and validating references, was lying cranked up in the scarred hospital bed. His preoccupation with the gossip of the corridor was, he quite readily conceded, a confession of envy and inferiority. He felt a sort of jealousy of this whole affairé world of illness and medication from which he was excluded. He wished to know its language and be accepted by it, yet the consciousness that his injury was a minor one made him hesitate to trench upon it. He believed that the nurses looked askance at him and treated him with subtle discrimination, as though questioning the professional wisdom of the doctor in detaining him here so long. He would have liked to say that he agreed with them, that he, too, could not understand why a mere fractured elbow should require so protracted a stay in bed, to assure them that it was not of his own desire but by the arbitrary will of another that he was there presuming on their patience.


  This sense of his own nothingness in contradistinction to some darker reality had been threatening him, he now perceived, from childhood. The tone of his mother’s voice, sad, velvety, genuflectory, pronouncing the words “They’re poor” came back to him now with horror. “And are we rich?” he heard himself pipe. “No, dear, just comfortable”—the tone was of modest complacency, tinted with social awareness. In Cambridge, among his fellows, with the Xes, even, on their farm, he had achieved a minor entrée—he could be found, like a point on a social graph. But here, where no attachments secured him, where no one knew his history or his friends, he felt himself suddenly floating, uncircumstantiated, a mere transparency, and this sense of himself as an absence was so compelling that he was startled by the sight of his face, which looked at him through its eyeholes like a Christmas mask when they brought him in a mirror to shave by. The mortification of being alone, unvisited, unjustified, of having his name spelled wrong every day on the menu he was given to check for his choice of dishes, of having no bedroom slippers or pajamas (à la mode enough in Cambridge but a source of daily wonder here) had so wrought upon him that he had anticipated, without realizing it, an actual pauperization of his features. The sight of the familiar gold forelock, full lips, and snub nose was terribly disconcerting, as though he looked upon himself in effigy.


  To exist, he suddenly became convinced, was an act of deliberate impersonation. Mr. Ciccone, across the hall, being shaved with an electric razor by a party of laughing student nurses, was a living warrant of this; Mr. Ciccone, imitating old age in a high infirm quaver, was both actor and régisseur—he had seized his part from the director and was executing it con amore. The young man listened with envy; the juvenile bit assigned him and, with him, his whole class and generation of soft-voiced, accommodating extras was too shadowy; he had no cue to rise to in the play. What was it, he asked himself, that sustained Mr. Ciccone and, for that matter, all the lively old mountebanks of the era—Yeats, Augustus John, Freud, Einstein, Churchill? Surely not belief in the self, since the self, as these old men knew, was a joke, a nothing, a point du départ. Mere virtuosity perhaps, and a growing closetful of stage effects—the paunch, the wrinkle, the limp; the jowl, the shank, the bald pate. In the Santa Claus suit of old age, beneath the padding and the pillow, some spry punchinello had hold of the vital principle of artifice.


  


  The young man had been in the hospital two or three days and was sitting up, with bathroom privileges, before a certain suspicion that had been attaching itself to Mr. Ciccone became a verified fact. Mr. Ciccone, like Homer, was not a single individual but a collaboration. There were, astonishingly, four old men on the corridor, of whom the one called Mr. Ciccone was only the ringleader—four old men, bedded in private or semi-private rooms, two of them incontinent, all insubordinate, unsubdued, sworn enemies, every one, of the bedpan, the catheter, and the needle. Antiphonally or singly, they kept up a sort of plain chant, a thin, wheezy dirge that went on, all day long in its eerie unaccentual modality:
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  At certain times of the day, this cry became more vociferous, when the student nurse, for example, passed through the wing with the penicillin injections. Her entry to the semi-private rooms, at the far end of the corridor, was announced by a violent hubbub: imprecations, sobbing, pleading, the occasional crash of falling furniture. The young man would lay aside his book and wait for the authoritative creak of the head floor nurse proceeding to the scene, the sound of feminine chiding (“Mr. Wright, you’re not being thoughtful, you’re not being thoughtful at all”), the shriek, and then the after-cry, piercing, long-drawn-out, that vibrated through the corridor as the young nurse went on to the next room, to the women, who made no sound, and finally to Mr. Ciccone and himself.


  In the case of two feeblest old men down the hall, sincerity and trumpery, so far as the young man could determine, were blended in the act of resistance. The needle, of course, did not hurt much, but in the lumbar regions of their spirit, something, plainly, was being violated. They were childish, in the nurses’ phrase; there was a blur in their minds between actual pain and the imagined representation of it; they did not trouble to distinguish and acted out every fancy with a pure, innocent sort of expressiveness. Mr. Ciccone, by contrast, was a conscious artist and a borrower. Sometimes, in the afternoon, the young man would overhear him softly rehearsing a sound effect that
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  he had picked up from one of his coevals, essaying it again and again, tentatively, like someone practicing on a flute. Later, in the after-supper lull, the mournful phrase, fully developed, would suddenly issue from Mr. Ciccone’s room, to be taken up again by one of the other Methuselahs, reminded by it of his own aches and miseries, so that the whole corridor would echo with the plaint of the old men, and the single, stolid night nurse would clump, scolding, into the diet kitchen, shut the door, and heat herself a cup of coffee.


  This troupe of ancients, as if to confirm the young man’s theories, was handled by the hospital staff, at any critical juncture, with precisely that mixture of indulgence and asperity that characterizes the plain man in his relations with the artist. On the night that the two incontinent old fellows broke a draining-tube and drank a bottle of gentian violet between them, climbed out of bed and shouted in the corridor, an orderly, like a stagehand, came whistling down the hall to subdue them. “What will they think of next?” a white-haired nurse demanded, poking her head gratuitously into the young man’s room; doors slammed, lights went on, the elevator gates clashed. Only Mr. Ciccone’s room remained dark and almost ostentatiously peaceful, though the young man’s ear caught the sound of a dry chuckle, repeated at intervals. Yet the fact was, as the cleaning woman, shaking her head and her mop, confided to the young man in voluptuous brogue the next morning, one of those old rapscallions had just missed a date with Saint Peter.


  All the while, the women patients were silent.


  He had learned from one of the nurses that a woman was dying of cancer somewhere in the private wing, but only once, during his first days in the hospital, did he hear a woman’s voice that was not that of a nurse or a visitor—a young woman’s laugh and the sound of a door closing on it. This feminine silence began to disturb him very much; the idea that sick women of various ages and complaints were lying, blanketed, all around him, behind half-closed doors, each sheltering her unknown portion of suffering with a kind of uterine possessiveness, had the effect on him of a tactile sensation—as though he were encased in felt. He found himself with a strange, pressing desire to uncover that female suffering, to make it reveal itself to him by a sob, a gasp, a murmur, to have his ear know its contours, like a pleasure. On the fourth night of his stay, he was awakened suddenly, out of a deep sleep, by prolonged shrieks coming from the darkness, a woman’s voice raised again and again in screams of such appalling vibrancy that his hair stood up on his head. “The cancer patient, at last!”—the jubilant exclamation sprang out of him, quite unintentionally. He sat straight up in bed to listen, trembling with cold and excitement. Here there was no question of hearing or not hearing; these cries transfixed him with horror and yet he listened to them, fascinated, in the tingling stealth of discovery. He knew immediately that he was not meant to hear; these shrieks were being wrung from a being that yielded them against its will; yet in this fact, precisely, lay their power to electrify the attention. “A dying woman screaming in the night,” the young man repeated musingly, as the cries stopped, at their very summit, as abruptly as they had started, leaving a pounding stillness, “this is the actual; the actual, in fact, is that which should not be witnessed. The actual,” he defined, pronouncing the syllables slowly and distinctly in a pedagogical style, “under which may be subsumed the street accident, the plane crash, the atrocity, is pornography.” Closing his eyes, he sank back on a long breath of relief.


  He awakened the next morning with a vivid feeling of joy and liberation, as if during the night a responsibility had been sloughed off. He felt blithe and ready to live, selfishly and inconsiderately, like the expressive old men; the actual no longer drew him with its womanish terrors and mysteries, its sphinx-rebuff and invidia. “Cast a cold eye on life, on death,” he sang out, borrowing from old Yeats’s tombstone. “Horseman, pass by.” He was positively elated, in fact, to be young, healthy, and hungry, and, as he meant to tell Dr. Z as soon as he appeared on his rounds, determined to go home to Cambridge on the one-o’clock train. This elation induced in him an unusual talkativeness; to the fat grumpy old nurse who came in with the thermometer, he could not resist an allusion to what he had heard during the night. The old nurse surveyed him tersely, shook down the thermometer without comment, unpinned her watch from her uniform, and, snapping her fingers impatiently, extended her veined hand for his pulse. “Maternity case,” she finally surmised, handing him his toothbrush and the tin basin. “You won’t hear a sound out of Mrs. Miller [mentioning the name of the cancer patient]. She’s quiet as a lamb next door.” The young man turned white at the thought of that deathly stillness so near him; he had imagined the next room to be empty, for not a sound had issued from it, and passing it on his trips down the hall to the bathroom, he had observed that the door was always shut. The next question was drawn from him by a compulsion; he did not wish to ask it and threw it out with diffidence: “She is under opiates, I suppose?”


  The nurse surveyed him again with a short, measuring movement of the eye. “Brush your teeth, now,” she commanded curtly. “You know we are not permitted to give out information about the other patients.” She withdrew the bedpan from the commode, jerked off the towel that shrouded it, and slid it under the covers. “Put your light on when you’re through,” she directed. The young man sat up. “But I am allowed to go to the bathroom!” he exclaimed. “Not this morning,” she said firmly. “Doctor says we are to stay in bed this morning.” “But why?” demanded the young man, now thoroughly alarmed and suspicious. The nurse’s creased face snapped shut. “Curiosity killed the cat,” she retorted. “Doctor will be in early to see you.” “I demand—” cried the young man after her, as she bustled out, leaving the door open, but he broke off, conscious of absurdity, for what he had been about to say was “I demand to see a lawyer,” which was ridiculous, for he was certainly free to get up and dress and leave the hospital. The idea of flight suddenly offered itself to him as the only feasible solution. He pictured, with a return of his early-morning gaiety, the rubber-soled chase down the corridor, the escape down the fire-stairs. His imagination, however, faltered at the thought of the office: to leave without paying was unthinkable, yet would they be likely to take a check from him under such unusual conditions? He feared, all at once, to put this question to the test. He felt unequal to the imagined commotion—the painstaking verification of identity, the call to his bank in Boston—and for what purpose, he asked himself, would I do all that, for the mere assertion of my individuality? For the sake of another, he reasoned, I could conceivably do it, if it were a question of rescue or sacrifice; but for myself? He lay back dutifully on the bedpan and in a moment put on his light.


  The nurse came in and he said coldly, “In the future, would you take the trouble to close the door when you leave the room, particularly during these intimate moments?” Yet even as he began to speak, he felt himself blushing and the final phrase, to which he had meant to impart a sarcastic intonation, was mumbled out thickly, in a tone, almost, of apology. The nurse threw the cover over the bedpan and went out, closing the door behind her with a decisive click.


  An hour later, young Dr. Z appeared, all gold fillings, hair en brosse, smile, and rimless spectacles. “We are going to reset that elbow for you,” he announced. “Anyone you want to get in touch with?” The young man opened his mouth to argue. He was free (was he not?), he reminded himself, to get up and dress and leave the hospital. He had only to refuse. The Xes, if it came down to it, could be summoned to bail him out of here. Dr. Z, after all, had no title or charter to his patronage. He had only to tell him that he preferred to have the arm reset, if necessary, in Cambridge, where he had friends and a regular physician; there was nothing in this preference that was derogatory to Dr. Z. The doctor, in his white gown, stood looking down at him, smiling rather inscrutably, as though he were very much aware of what was going on in the young man’s mind. “Those friends of yours,” he suggested, with a flick of the sterile glance in the direction of the dying chrysanthemums, “do you want us to give them a call?” A student nurse knocked and came in with a tray and a hypodermic needle. The young man’s jaws worked and he shook his head wordlessly in reply. It was too late; in the presence of this attentive listener he could not refuse Dr. Z what suddenly, in a curious fashion, appeared to be a favor, the favor of letting him operate on him. The abominable doctor smiled again, lightly, and tapped the foot of the bed in a negligent gesture that seemed to imply a mixture of contempt and approbation, as if he had had little doubt of the outcome of this conflict between them but was nevertheless satisfied to have won.


  


  On the way up to the operating room, being wheeled breezily along by an orderly humming “Who?” the young man had a sudden clear sharp sense of all that he had omitted to do to attach himself to the life of this corridor from which now, irrecoverably perhaps, he thought in panic, he was being trundled away. “Stop,” he asserted faintly, raising his head on the pallet. The idea of defending himself still reached him as from a distance through the drug: Mr. Ciccone, he thought, would never have permitted this; in Mr. Ciccone, he considered tenderly, he had an ally, a veteran aider and abettor. Why, he demanded of himself, had he not taken the simple friendly course, yesterday, when he was sitting up in a chair, of offering to join his neighbor in a game of casino?


  The orderly had paused to look down at him. “What’s the matter, chum?” he inquired. The young man struggled up from the confining blankets. They were waiting for the elevator, he realized; it was not too late, if he were insistent, to make a date with Mr. Ciccone for this afternoon or tomorrow; the fact that this notion was absurd made it appear to him all the more urgent and necessary, all the more talismanic. He jerked his raised head in the direction of Mr. Ciccone’s room. “I must speak to the patient in Number Three,” he pronounced, with an effect of hauteur and dignity. The orderly lifted shaggy red eyebrows, peered down the elevator shaft, shrugged, and consentingly set the stretcher in motion, retracing their way along the corridor. “Friend of yours?” he remarked.


  In the flush of this victory over self and custom, the young man grew excited and voluble; a passing nurse turned back to look at them. “No,” he said. “To tell the truth, I’ve never actually seen him.” The orderly stared and bumped the stretcher to a standstill, but they were already opposite Number Three. The screen had been moved and the young man hastily nerved himself for the possibility that the real Mr. Ciccone might be something quite different from what he had imagined—a cantankerous misanthrope, for example, who would repulse his overture. But to his surprise the shaded room across the way into which his dilated eyes stared was empty, the bed made up and flat.


  Fifteen minutes later, the young man expired under the anesthetic, before the operation proper had begun, the first case of its kind, as Dr. Z explained to Mrs. X, that he had ever come across in his entire practice, where the heart, without organic defect, sound as a bell, in fact, simply stopped beating.


  UNCOLLECTED STORIES


  The Company Is Not Responsible


  


  THERE was a girl named Margie, a girl named Ann, a honeymoon couple, a man named George, the girl called Blondie, and me; a middle-aged woman, a drunken sailor, four Harvard boys, a machinist’s mate (first class), the driver—called Mac, though that was not his name—and several supernumerary passengers, among them noticeably a soldier with a pipe. It was Wednesday night of the week before Easter; it was raining; the bus we were waiting for had broken down at Sagamore—now it would be ten, anyway, before the Provincetown passengers got home to dinner. We sat in our own bus and smoked and complained to the driver, who had swivelled around in his seat and faced us, like a teacher, grinning, as though he sympathized with us and at the same time took no stock in the seriousness of our predicament. He was a young boy in a blue sweater—only the old bus drivers wore uniforms now—yet his smile was one of antique patience, the patience of the public servant who has been through it all before and knows that nobody, nobody in the world, really has to get anywhere on time.


  “Jesus, Mac, it’s eight thirty-five!” the sailor said. Being drunk, he could achieve perfectly, without inhibition, that note of incredulity, outrage, and wry despair that was the pitch of our combined feelings. Every five minutes, with considerable difficulty, he would pull a dollar watch out of his pocket and focus bloodshot, astonished eyes on it.


  “Jesus, Mac,” he repeated desperately, “it’s eight thirty-five!” “Eight thirty-four,” put in the Harvard boy with the glasses, the voice of science which had regularly, ever since our wait had begun, been correcting the sailor’s enthusiastic approximations.


  “This is WAR!” thundered George, the bus kidder, in a rather creditable imitation of Mr. Roosevelt.


  We all laughed happily, irresponsibly, and waited for the sailor to continue, knowing what would come next, since we had just heard it five minutes before. “Jesus, Mac, let’s get going!” A pause. “Jesus, Mac, let me drive that bus! I’ll take a short cut.” The bus driver merely smiled. “You know what I’m going to do when I get to Provincetown?” said the sailor, picking up another theme. “I’m going to a phone booth and call up my mother, and I’m going to say, ‘Hello, Ma, this is the apple of your eye.’ ”


  “Shame on you,” said the girl named Margie, in a husky, kidding tone. “You ought to go and see her.”


  “Hell no,” said the sailor. “I’m going to celebrate. That’s the trouble with me,” he added soberly. “I’m my mother’s darling.” Everybody laughed. The middle-aged woman beside me shook the seat with mirth. The Harvard boys’ laughter trickled out quickly, however; they looked around to see whether any of us were thinking, “And you, what about you?”


  It was strange, I thought; each of us had his favorite section of the sailor’s routine. I liked the part where the bus driver would try to punch his ticket and the sailor would not let him see it, saying, “Not till you set me down in Provincetown, Mac,” and continuing audibly, as the bus driver passed down the aisle, “I’ve got him fooled. He doesn’t know whether I’ve got a ticket or not.” But nobody else particularly cared for it.


  “Hello, Blondie,” said the sailor now, to a girl who was knitting across the aisle from him. The passengers in the front section swung around to watch. “You going to Provincetown, Blondie?”


  “Yes!” the girl said in mock exasperation, for she had already acknowledged this a dozen times.


  “He doesn’t believe you, Blondie,” said the man named George. “He thinks you’re going to fade out at Eastham.”


  “Look,” said the girl. “Here is my ticket!” She waved a long paper at the sailor.


  “Oh boy,” said the sailor. “You and me, Blondie. You a jitterbug, Blondie?”


  She shook her head, smiling. It was clear to everyone but the sailor that he was not getting anywhere. Blondie’s good-natured serenity could only mean that she was being met in Provincetown. “You and me, Blondie,” said the sailor ecstatically. “I’ll take you to the Atlantic House and introduce you to my mother.” Blondie laughed; we all laughed. At that moment everybody on the bus loved her; she was our darling; she was handling it all so well; it was as if her sureness, her simplicity (she was a very fair girl in a blue dress and silly black hat) made up to us for the uncertainty of the schedule, for the uncertainty of the times, for our lost dinners, for the guns at Camp Edwards, and the Coast Guards in fur-lined glasses patrolling the dark beaches in the rain.


  The voices grew lower. Hilarity had temporarily exhausted itself. Somewhere behind me George and Margie were talking about a girl named Halcyon. Was it possible, I asked myself, that I had heard it right? Could there be, anywhere, even in Provincetown, where there is a house called Delight, Delight, Delight, a girl with such a heavenly name? I leaned my head back on the white tidy of the dirty plush seat, reflecting on the good-naturedness of Americans, wondering whether it was the war or simply the new inconvenience of travel that made people so accessible to each other. Everything, I thought, is turned into a lark: the missed connections, the long lines of people waiting in the diner, the hotels that have no accommodations, the standing-room-only on the trains. And yet there is always the detestable person, the woman in the Japanese mink coat who pushes to the front of the line, the obnoxious drunk, the man who sends the lamb chop back a second and a third time, the family party, complete with redcap, that preëmpts somebody else’s taxi in the ramp at Grand Central. But on this bus there was nothing like that, no trouble, though once or twice, for an instant, I had heard the old alarm sound in my brain: “Now it is going to begin again, the disagreeableness, the bad part.” An obscure quarrel had got under way between the sailor and the machinist’s mate—some caste rivalry—and then the question had arisen: which had seen more action? The sailor (unbelievable, now, in this warm, smoky bus) had been torpedoed twice. And again, the sailor, telling Margie about his experiences training at Hanover, New Hampshire, had been interrupted jeeringly by the Harvard boys: “That boys’ school in Hanover—you don’t mean Dartmouth, by any chance?” But on both occasions it had passed off. The snobbery of rank, the snobbery of heroism, the snobbery of class had no place here; in our situation we could not afford them. We were together, in amity.


  “Listen, Mac,” said the sailor. “If you don’t start this bus, I’m going to tell the story about the sailor and the parrot.” The bus driver grinned, we all laughed; nevertheless, we were apprehensive. “Once upon a time,” said the sailor, teasing, “there was a sailor who had been on a long voyage . . .” He did not go on.


  At last the relief bus appeared; we saw its headlights far off in the darkness. Everybody began to clap. “Three cheers for the driver,” said George when—the new passengers installed, the tickets (except the sailor’s) punched—our bus lurched forward into the road. Everyone yelled “Hooray!”


  Now the lights were out, the jokes ceased to pop, the passengers one by one fell silent, like candles extinguished by an altar boy. It was quiet. The Harvard boys began to sing softly in unison; one could hardly catch the words. Somewhere near Dennis one of them started “Die Lorelei.” I listened in vexation, for he had the tune all wrong. He had carried it over from their last selection; it was “My mother sells snow to the snowbirds” that he was putting Heine’s words to. Out of the blackness across the aisle, Blondie’s voice came. “It goes this way,” she said, and very clearly, without embarrassment, sang them the first stanza. Will someone object? I thought; is this where the trouble will come? I held my breath, but no patriot censor intervened. The Harvard boys were singing again now and they went on together through the second stanza and hung, undecided, for a moment. They could not remember the third. “Die schönste Jungfrau sitzet,” I said aloud in an atrocious accent, my voice trembling.


  Die schönste Jungfrau sitzet


  Dort oben wunderbar,


  Ihr goldnes Geschmeide blitzet,


  Sie kämmt ihr goldenes Haar.


  Sie kämmt es mit goldenem Kamme . . .


  Our voices soared in a paean as we all took up the fourth stanza and went on to the end. “Heine wrote many beautiful poems,” said Blondie when it was finished. Nobody said anything in reply. I glanced at the woman beside me; her face was set in docile folds of enjoyment. “Pretty,” she murmured finally. I need have felt no alarm.


  At Eastham the Harvard boys got out. Their leave-taking was formal. “Good night, Blondie, good night, Margie, good night, Ann, good night, George, good night, sailor, good night, Mac.” I felt a slight stab of envious regret that they did not know my name.


  When I pulled the cord to get out at Wellfleet, the driver flashed the lights on. Blondie took advantage of the opportunity to comb out her long fair hair. She did this with an air of seriousness and preoccupation, taking prolonged, methodical strokes, as if she were alone with her mirror. The bright strands fell smooth and gleaming to her shoulders. But the comb was black.


  


  Coming into my lighted house, I found that the bus trip was already fading from me. I could not explain what it was that had made me so happy. By Easter Sunday, when it was time for me to go back, I no longer believed in those people; it seemed to me that I had made it all up. The bus that afternoon was very crowded. People were packed solid down the aisle. The passengers already in occupancy glared at me as I climbed on, just as I too would glare at the next comers. I edged my way in near the door, thinking gloomily of the long trip, saying to myself angrily, “Why don’t they run another section?” The bus started. “A sardine would blush,” said a voice. I did not have to turn around to know that it was George. And suddenly everything was all right. George was real. I had found him again. And when I did turn I saw Margie’s little red pillbox hat. Blondie, however, was gone.


  The Unspoiled Reaction


  


  IN THE theater lobby everyone at first mistook her for another patron (a grandmother, perhaps), though the fact that she wore an unstylish close-fitting hat, antique earrings, and no coat and had a generally anxious, false, and flustered air should have announced her status: she was a hostess, or, rather, one of those entrepreneuses masquerading as hostesses who are inevitably associated with benefits, club luncheons, lectures, alumnae teas, with all gatherings whose intention is not primarily pleasure.


  Here, in the theater, on a rainy Monday morning, she was an anomaly, for in New York, in the Times Square neighborhood, relations between management and customer are, by common consent, austerely professional. Consequently her intervention at the door came as a perceptible shock to each parent and child; it demanded a slight adjustment of focus. “Haven’t we seen you before?” She addressed the child, and the face that turned up to her in each case showed bewilderment and pleasure. Only a moment before, the child had been an anonymous consumer bent on mass gratification; this magic question turned him back into his human self, and the child, unless he were totally hardened, blushed.


  “What is your name?” the lady continued, and now even the parent was drawn in and smiled tenderly, sharing for an instant with this unknown but plainly intuitive person the holy miracle of his child’s identity. Sometimes the children answered, speaking their own names softly, with reverence; more often, shyness and delight held them tongue-tied, and the parent supplied the information. “It’s for Sunny,” the lady added, in a sort of whispered nudge at the parent, who came to himself with a start. The explanation, if it told him nothing else (who or what was Sunny, anyway?), told him unmistakably that he had been a fool just now—he ought to have suspected the utilitarian motive. Angry and disillusioned, he passed into the poorly lit auditorium, the remnants of the smile, the fond, fatuous smile, still tugging at the corners of his mouth.


  But at once the sight of so many empty places (hardly twenty persons were seated in a cluster down in front) brought a sentiment of pity for the woman outside. Clearly, these puppeteers were in a bad way; not even the rain, not even Monday, not even the too high price of admission, could explain or palliate the smallness of the house. An air of failure hung over the whole undertaking, infecting the audience itself with the poison of financial sickness, so that even the most healthy, the most fortunate parents and children, sitting there in little groups in the bad light, with the dismal smell of damp wool and dead cigarettes all about them, had the look of derelicts huddled together.


  So strong indeed was the sense of misery that the more sensitive parents felt an impulse to remove their children from this house of death and were only prevented by the practical difficulties (how to explain?) and by the habit of chivalry toward the poor and ill-favored. If the rat does not leave the sinking ship, his only recourse is to identify himself with its fortunes; so the parents, having committed themselves to this unhappy enterprise, immediately experienced the symptoms of solidarity. They began to tell themselves that the attendance could have been worse (after all, it was Monday and it was raining), to clock off each new arrival with a feeling of personal triumph, and finally to lean forward in their seats and will people into the theater as passengers in a decrepit car lean forward to will the car up a long grade.


  These exercises in kinesthetic magic, in which, from their clenched fists and closed eyes, one would say nearly the whole audience was engaging, were cut short by another woman, younger and more openly managerial than the first, a progressive school teacher in genus if not in actuality, one accustomed to giving orders in the form of requests. “Will you please take an outside seat?” she said, leaning over and tapping surprised parents on the shoulder.


  Some mothers and fathers did as they were bid at once, almost apologetically. Others were slow and showed even a certain disposition to stand on their rights. Still others (the most well-fed and polished) pretended not to hear. “This does not apply to me,” their deaf backs declared.


  When it became plain that she was not going to be obeyed without further explanation (for her little air of authority had stirred up latent antagonism in an audience which had disposed itself to pity but not to be ruled by her), she walked down an empty row and took hold of the back of a seat, in the manner of an informal lecturer. “We like to have the children together in the middle,” she announced with that excess of patience that suggests that patience is really out of place. “These puppet plays are intended for children. We want to reach the children as a group. We want them to be free of adult influences. We want an unspoiled reaction.”


  This fetched even the most stubborn, for it hinted to every adult in the audience that he was the snake in this paradise of innocence, that there was something intrinsically disgusting in the condition of being grown-up. There was a great shuffling of coats, hats, and handbags. Mothers dropped packages on the floor, a little girl cried, but at length the resettlement was accomplished, and the sheep were separated from the goats.


  Whenever a new party came in, the earlier arrivals would, out of a kind of concerted malice, allow the parent to get herself well lodged in the center block of seats before breaking it to her that she was out of place. Indeed, the greater part of the audience was disinclined to make the revelation at all; its original feelings of mistrust had returned; it saw something ugly in this arbitrary manipulation of the natural order of seating, this planned spontaneity. Though it looked forward to the confounding of the newcomer, it would not take the side of the management; in an attitude of passive hooliganism it waited for the dark.


  But disaffected as it was, the audience contained the inevitable minority of enthusiastic coöperators who rejoice in obeying with ostentatious promptness any command whatsoever, who worship all signs, prohibitions, warnings, and who constitute themselves volunteer deputies of any official person they can find in their neighborhood. These coöperators nudged, tapped, poked, signaled, relayed admonitory whispers along rows of children, until every misplaced adult became conscious of the impropriety of his position and retreated, in confusion, to the perimeter of the house. By the time the curtain went up, the adults formed three sides of a box which contained the children but left the cover open to receive the influences of the stage.
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  Almost at once the object of the first lady’s question became apparent. Laboriously, the curtains of the miniature stage parted and an unusually small puppet, dressed as a boy, was revealed, bowing and dancing in a veritable tantrum of welcome. This was Sunny. “Hello, boys and girls,” he began in the shrieky voice that is considered de rigueur for puppets and marionettes. “Welcome to our theater.” “Hello, Sunny,” replied a self-assured child, patently the son of one of the coöperators. He had been here before, and he did what was expected of him. “Hello, John, how are you today?” the puppet screamed in answer, and now he passed from child to child, speaking to each by name.


  The children, for the most part, looked at each other in wonder and astonishment. They were at a loss to account for the puppet’s knowing them; they did not relate cause and effect and doubtless had already forgotten the question and answer in the lobby. After the first consternation, the voices that answered the gesticulating creature grew louder and firmer. The children were participating. Each one was anxious to show himself more at home than his neighbor, and soon they were treating the puppet with positive familiarity, which he encouraged, greeting every bold remark from the audience with peals of shrill artificial laughter. Before the actual play began he had drawn all but the very youngest and shyest into an atmosphere of audacity.


  Along the sides of the human box, the parents were breathing easier. Gladly they divested themselves of their original doubts. It was enough that the children were entering into the spirit of the thing. That reciprocity between player and audience, lost to us since the medieval mysteries, and mourned by every theoretician of the drama, was here recovered, and what did it matter if the production was a mockery, a cartoon of the art of drama? What did it matter that the children’s innocence had been taken advantage of, that the puppet who seemed to know them knew only their names? And as for the seating arrangements, perhaps in the modern world all spontaneity had to be planned; as with crop control and sex, the “unspoiled reaction” did not come of itself; it was the end-product of a series of maneuvers.


  The curtains closed on Sunny, with the children yelling, “Good-bye.” The main attraction, “Little Red Riding Hood,” was about to begin, when a party of late-comers made its way down the aisle. There were eight or ten children and a dispirited-looking young teacher. They took places in the very first row and were a little slow getting seated. The children kept changing places, and the teacher was either ineffectual or a principled anti-disciplinarian, for she made no real effort to interpose her authority.


  The curtains on the stage above them moved, as if with impatience, and a human hand and then a face, grotesquely enlarged to eyes adjusted to the scale of puppets, appeared and then quickly withdrew. This apparition was terrifying to everyone but those for whom it was intended, the school children in front, who had as yet no standard of comparison and continued their bickering unperturbed. The face had come and gone so abruptly that nobody could be sure whether it belonged to a man or a woman; it left the audience with a mere sense of some disembodied anger—a deity was displeased. Could this be Sunny? the parents wondered.


  At length, the party in the front row composed itself. Little Red Riding Hood and her basket were revealed as the curtains lurched back. To the left of the puppet stage, a little box opened, and there was Sunny, ready with a prologue, adjuring the children to watch out for Little Red Riding Hood as if she were their own little sister. The box closed, the action began, and the children took Sunny at his word. From the house a series of warnings and prophecies of disaster followed the little red puppet out its door. “Look out,” the children called. “Don’t obey your Mummy.” “Eat the basket yourself.”


  In all these admonitions none were louder than the party in the front row. These children, indeed, appeared to be the ideal audience for Sunny and his troupe; they were the unspoiled reaction in test-tube purity. While other boys and girls hung back, murmured their comments, or simply parroted the cries of the bolder children, the ones down in front were inventive and various in their advice—so much so that it seemed hardly possible that the play could go on without the actors’ taking cognizance of what these untrammeled children were saying, and one almost expected Little Red Riding Hood to sail off from her lines into pure improvisation, and a kind of commedia dell’ arte to ensue. But the puppets kept rigidly to the text, oblivious of interruptions and suggestions, and the usual situation was reversed—it was not the audience which was unresponsive but the players.


  By the middle of the second scene, when the wolf had made his appearance, the whole theater was in a condition of wild excitement. Some children were taking the side of the wolf, urging him to make a good dinner, and some, traditionalists even in unrestraint, remained loyal to the grandmother. The contest on the stage was transported into the pit.
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  At the end of the second scene, Sunny came out once more, and now the boldness of the children perfectly matched the provocations of the puppet. Saucy answer met impudent question. Sunny was beside himself; from time to time, a witticism from the house would capsize him altogether and he would lie panting on the stage, gasping out the last exhausted notes of the hee-hee-hee. Liberty and equality reached such a pitch of frenzy that it seemed the most natural thing in the world that a boy from the front row should climb up onto the stage to speak directly to Sunny.


  The audience watched him go without the slightest sense of a breach of decorum. The puppet, however, drew back into his box at the approach of the child. Slowly, his cloth body began to wriggle and twist in an uncanny pantomime of distaste and fear. The child put out his hand to touch the puppet, and now the doll was indubitably alive. A shudder ran through it; it shrank back against the curtains and doubled itself up, as though to leave no intimate surface exposed to the violator’s touch.


  As the hand still pursued and it seemed as if no power on earth could prevent the approaching indignity, the puppet cried out. But its voice had changed; the falsetto shriek had become a human scream. “Sunny doesn’t like that,” called an agonized woman’s voice from behind the curtain. The note of hysteria struck home to the boy, separating him from his intention. He leaped back, stumbled toward the stairs, slipped on them, and fell into the orchestra pit. Two of the fathers rushed forward. The teacher joined them, peering anxiously over the brink. The child was retrieved, unhurt, and firmly put back into his seat. In the commotion, Sunny had disappeared.


  Fortunately, the children hardly missed him. For the moment, they were more interested in the mechanics of the little boy’s fall than in its cause. “What is an orchestra pit?” they called out to the mothers who had tried to explain, and some got out of their seats, proposing to investigate. “Afterwards, afterwards,” the mothers’ voices ordered. “The show is going to begin again.”


  But was it? The parents, glancing at each other, wondered. Had they not witnessed, just now, one of those ruptures which are instantly and irrevocably permanent, since they reveal an aversion so profound that no beginning, i.e., no cause can be assigned to it, and hence no end, no solution can be predicted? Like guests sitting around a dinner table which the hostess has just quitted to pack her trunk in a fury, the parents fidgeted, waiting for a sign which would tell them that it was not really necessary to go home to meet again the emptiness of their own devices, yet knowing perfectly well that the only thing to do was to go and go at once, before anything else happened. But inertia, the great minimizer, provided them with the usual excuses. They told themselves that they were letting their imaginations run away with them, that nothing of any consequence had happened—an incompetent teacher had let her charge misbehave.


  And as the minutes passed and the curtains did not move, the sentiment of the audience turned sharply against the teacher. “Damn fool of a woman,” murmured the father of a boy to the pretty mother of a girl. “I certainly wouldn’t send a child to her school,” replied the mother, brightening up. As if aware of the whispers of criticism, the teacher stiffened in her seat and stared blindly forward, feigning unconsciousness.


  In the middle of the house, the children were also turning the experience over, clumsily trying to fix the blame, but they were not so adroit, so practiced as their parents, and small frowns of dissatisfaction wrinkled their brows. “Was that little boy naughty?” called a little girl’s voice, at last. “Yes,” answered her mother, without a moment’s hesitation. “Oh,” said the little girl, but her look remained troubled.


  “And now, boys and girls—” It was Sunny, cordial as ever, and the third scene was about to start. There was no doubt that the puppet was himself again; he bowed, he clapped his hands, he danced, he screeched, in his old dionysiac style. Bygones were bygones, all was forgiven, childhood was off on another spree.


  Yet the children at first were wary and glanced toward their parents, seeking instruction, for they no longer knew what was expected of them. The parents nodded encouragement, and as the children still hesitated, the adults screwed their own faces into grimaces of pleasure, till everywhere the children looked, on the sides of the audience or, above them, on the stage, there was a large, energetic smile bidding them enjoy themselves. The more docile children began to laugh, rather mechanically; others joined in, and in a few moments the crisis was past and the mood of abandon tentatively re-established. The play proceeded, and before long the children were barking and howling like wolves, the timid little girl was whimpering with terror, and the parents were quietly rejoicing in the fact that another morning had been got through without serious damage to the children or emotional cost to themselves.


  The last scruple died as Little Red Riding Hood was rescued and the play came safely to an end. The curtains closed, but the children were not quite disposed to go. They remained clapping and shouting in their seats, while their parents gathered up hats and coats.


  At this moment, when all danger seemed past and former fears groundless and even morbid, the same little boy in the front row jumped up and asked his teacher a question. “Yes,” she said, in a voice that penetrated the whole auditorium, “I think it will be all right for you to go backstage now.”


  Something in the teacher’s tone arrested everyone; even those parents who had succeeded in getting their children halfway up the aisle now paused to watch as the party in the front row made a little procession up the stairs. The drama was not quite over; a reconciliation must follow between the puppet and the child; the child must handle the puppet, but ceremoniously, backstage, and with the puppet’s permission.


  Indulgently, the audience waited. The little procession reached the stage. Other children, emboldened, were starting down the aisle after it, when the curtains parted. There, her white hair disheveled, her well-bred features working with rage, stood the woman everyone had met in the lobby and who was now instantly identifiable as the apparition of anger, the face between the curtains. “Get out, get out of here, get out.” She barred the way of the approaching group. “You dreadful, horrible children.”


  The voice, screaming, was familiar too; it was, of course, Sunny’s. “You horrible, horrible children,” she repeated, her r’s trilling out in a kind of reflex of gentility. The children turned and ran, and she pursued them to the stairs, a trembling figure of terrible malevolence, in whom could be discerned, as in a triple exposure, traces of the gracious hostess and the frolicsome puppet.


  From behind the curtains came someone to seize her. A man from the box office ran down the aisle to pacify the teacher, who, now seeing herself on firm ground, was repeating over and over again, “That is no way to talk to a child.” The audience did not wait to see the outcome. In shame and silence, it fled out into the rain, pursued by the sound of weeping which intermingled with the word child, as pronounced by the teacher in a tone of peculiar piety and reverence, her voice genuflecting to it as though to the Host.


  The Appalachian Revolution


  


  IN JULY, the first week, the psychiatrists came. A heavy black car with a black-and-orange license plate appeared on the dirt road to the lake, known as Mirror Lake on the road map but always spoken of by the natives and the “old” summer people as Poor Farm Pond. The car hesitated for a moment at the trampled clearing in the bushes where a number of dusty station wagons and shabby sedans and convertibles and a trailer were already parked. On the small strip of muddied beach at the road’s left, a group of young matrons and their children sat, not moving a muscle; behind the bushes, in the meadow, a young couple, sunbathing, raised their heads and let them drop back in disgusted unison. A curtain twitched in the trailer. In the water, a rowboat manned by a small, curly-haired boy came to a halt as the rower stared darkly at the car, whose engine made the only sound in the bristling silence. It was as if Poor Farm Pond were holding its breath, beseeching the intruders to pass on. But the big car was deaf to entreaty; a mop of gray hair protruded from the window by the driver’s seat and nodded with commanding emphasis to another car, behind. The horn tooted, “Doctor, here is the place.”


  On the beach, the young mothers sighed and reached for their cigarettes. The new cars always hesitated and always concluded this was the place. If (unlike these latest arrivals) the occupants were well mannered, they called out to ask whether the beach was private, as evidently it was; you could tell from the old green rowboats drawn up on the shore and the little fishing hut and the kayak that the place must belong to somebody. But you could not refuse them, even when they paid you the courtesy of asking. The young mothers were accustomed to reply, in their soft, anxious, scrupled voices, that the beach was private but that the owner would not mind, probably, if the new people swam there. Whereupon the new people, already dressed in bathing suits, would park their car at an awkward angle and, pantomiming thankfulness, heat, exhaustion, plunge into the water, stirring up the bottom, while the children looked on coldly and angrily, sometimes groaning aloud, until the mothers shushed them. “Why did you tell them they could, Mother, for heaven’s sake?” the adolescent girls would wail when the newcomers had struck out for the middle, and the young mothers, noble Romans, would answer with simple dignity, “You must remember, it doesn’t belong to us either, dear.”


  But this statuesque reminder did not express the felt truth, which was that the beach did belong to Us, for the group of young mothers had been coming here ever so long, with the owner’s permission—since Mother’s or Grandmother’s day, in many cases, right back almost to the time when the tall, tumbling house up the road, with its old raspberry patch, had been the town poor farm. And it was they, the young mothers and their husbands and occasional house guests, who had made the place a beach. Before they came, the bottom had just been mud and slippery brown leaves, like the rest of the lake’s margin; they had imported the sand. Every summer, they conscientiously laid down a new load of it, and every summer, on the first warm weekend, one of the husbands and some of the prep-school boy cousins would go and find the old raft, at the other end of the lake, where it had drifted to during the winter, and tow it back to the beach and moor it, so that the children could dive. So they did have the right to say no, as the children begged them to do, but they did not have the temerity or the cruelty to, especially since Lodestone Pond, where the natives and the French Canadians from the nearby granite town had been swimming from time immemorial, had been taken over by the beavers.


  There were other places, admittedly, even now, for the public to patronize, but either they were marshy or stony or froggy or had bloodsuckers or you had to pay to park there or pay to be rowed out to the middle. This spot on Poor Farm Pond, thanks to the work that had gone into it, was something pretty enviable in a region where the swimming was nothing to boast about. There was really quite a problem. The young mothers and their husbands had discussed it until they were sickened by the subject. Their mothers, the grandmothers, crisply advised them to take action—buy the place and put up “No Trespassing” signs and a fence. But that, smiled the young mothers sadly, was a different generation talking. Few would criticize the grandmothers for putting up “No Trespassing” signs, or even a fence, because the grandmothers, like the children, did not know any better; they had not gone to Vassar or Bryn Mawr. And in any case the owner, who was elderly and deaf and peculiar, had no inclination to sell. A year ago, one of the husbands had approached him with a tentative offer, but the old man had misunderstood. “Use it, use it!” he had shouted benevolently in his flat, deaf voice. “You folks have always used it.” And whenever he drove by, on a Sunday, in his new Buick, and saw a crowd of people in the water, he smiled and nodded like a Maecenas. If he had ever swum himself, he might have seen the hardships of having twenty or thirty strangers and their dripping dogs crowd onto two hundred and fifty square feet of specially imported sand, but, like so many of the old-timers, Mr. Bascomb was wary of the water. It was in winter he used the pond; the fishing hut on the shore belonged to him, and every winter he pulled it out to the pond’s center, cut a hole through the ice, and, protected from the elements, fished through the hut’s open bottom. This was his asserted reason for refusing to sell, even though the would-be buyer, a Washington lawyer, had assured him that he could retain, in the deed, the right to fish from the shore lot and the right to keep the hut there. The real reason, observed the grandmothers, was that the old man was land-proud; he liked to know that the “old” summer people and the man with the trailer, who kept a grocery store across the mountains, were beholden to him every year for their swimming.


  “Money talks,” opined the local real-estate man, counselling a higher offer. But the young mothers firmly shook their heads; if old Mr. Bascomb was really disinclined to sell, it would not be fair to tempt him with an appeal to his baser nature. It would surely hurt the old man to come by on his Sunday drive and see a place barred that had always been open; even the grandmothers conceded this, when pressed by their daughters. There was a tacit covenant in the region governing change, property rights, and the relations between the summer people and the natives, though the old ladies, who were supposed to be its custodians, were growing more and more wayward and forgetful of their duties. “Quis custodiet ipsos custodies?” angrily cried a Swarthmore classics professor when his mother-in-law “surprised” her grandchildren by damming up her brook to make a swimming pool for them. You did not make swimming pools in Minster; the spirit of the place frowned on it. Here in this secluded corner of a northern state, with its spruce forests and mountain panoramas and round red cow barns and abandoned quarries and bears and wildcats and beavers, there was a tradition of pioneer simplicity and frugality of which the summer people were supposed to be proud. There were no estates or country clubs; there was not, as yet, even a cocktail set, properly speaking. The summer ladies baked and put up jellies and preserves, sharing their recipes with the farm women; the children went blueberrying and raspberrying, and sold Kool-Aid on Sundays and holidays at roadside stands under the maple shade. There was a dairy coöperative and an electrical coöperative and a coöperative store; the gaunt little towns, with their cheese factories, had pallid fairs and barbecues and lawn fêtes and Fourth of July displays. The whole valley was different from the other side of the mountain range, where there were winter ski resorts and summer tourist hotels and gentlemen-farmers and Black Angus cattle. The summer people even dressed differently. The old ladies—widows of clergymen and college professors and lawyers—still wore white straw hats and printed lawn dresses; the husbands wore old clothes, and the young mothers, for the most part, blouses and skirts and moccasins. They came to the beach with liberal magazines and serious books borrowed from the library at the state capital and discussed world events and local oddities while keeping an eye on the children in the water. The “difference” of the place rested responsibly on their minds; they were anxious to preserve it, as an heirloom, for their children, like one of Grandma’s quilts. They had a cupboard language of place names, unknown to the mapmakers, for the ponds, brooks, and mountain peaks: harsh names that had been passed on to them by the old-timers, quaint names that had been coined by the children—Bloodsucker Pond, Quag Pond, Hunger Brook, Sodom Marsh, Niggerhead, Dogface, the Dark Tarn, Sliding Pools. They knew the wildflowers and the birds and the snakes. Some of them had taken a geology course at college, and, sitting to dry on slabs of limestone, they talked eagerly of regional formations—Ordovician, pre-Devonian, metamorphic rock, the mica schist in the gorges.


  


  And the place was beautiful—“beyoutifull,” as the two psychiatrists, alighting from their big black cars, now informed their womenfolk. The mop-haired psychiatrist took a stand on the narrow strip of sand, surveyed the birch-fringed lake, and addressed his colleague. “I like the background,” he stated, in an authoritative foreign voice, while the young mothers, a few feet away, but disregarded, as if by a stage convention, faintly grimaced at each other. “It’s like a picture.” Indeed it was. Like many northern lakes, with green waters reflecting the near birch and the long ridge of spruce trees rising sharply from the far shore, it resembled a picture on a calendar; one could imagine an Indian maiden and her lover in a birch canoe drifting across the canvas. But from the vantage point of the young mothers and their huddle of curious children, the psychiatrists themselves and their wives and female secretaries (“Right away, Doctor”) were now in the picture also.


  From their cars they brought out rainbow-striped beach towels and two large tan blankets, a portable radio, the New York Times, sun-tan oil, Noxzema, and two inner tubes. The two older women, disrobed, displayed mountains of white flesh and bulging veins spilling out of very tight new bathing suits, one lavender, one black; they wore white cut-out fancy sandals on short, fat white feet. While the two younger women oiled themselves and lay down, shoulder straps dropped, to sun themselves on towels, the rest of the party spread the blankets, turned on the radio, opened the newspaper. Twirling the dial, the reclining fat women sought a news program, found dance music, household hints, a French-language broadcast from Canada, a ball game; they propped their waved heads on their palms to appraise the frowning young mothers in their decorous bathing suits, who had reopened their books and magazines and were pointedly trying to read. The smaller psychiatrist, who had a bald head, thickly wrinkled brown skin, and bowed legs, impatiently switched off the radio (“Please! We are here to enjoy Nature”) and began to tell his colleague about a flattering letter he had once received from Stekel. His colleague answered with an anecdote about Ferenczi. The men’s voices were loud and heavily stressed; each repeated the other’s final line, choruslike, on a rising note: “I had a letter from Stekel.” “So? You had a letter from Stekel?” And then, to the lavender-suited woman, who wore a hearing aid: “Martha, he had a letter from Stekel.” The lake magnified this dialogue, as it did every sound; ordinarily, you could hear a fish jump half a mile away or an old Victrola playing in a house on the ridge.


  The young mothers rattled their magazines. In sheer self-defense, they declared afterward, they started a show conversation of their own, talking in high, strained voices of impersonal, mannerly things, till the children took it as a game and began to shout commonplaces at each other. “Nice day!” they bellowed. “Looks to me like rain!” “Sh-h-h!” duteously murmured the mothers, coloring. “These people will think you’re copying them.” “Mother, who are they?” whispered a pig-tailed girl, under cover of the radio, which had been turned on again. In this region, every stranger was supposed to be known, or at any rate identifiable. “They’re psychiatrists, I think, dear,” whispered back her mother, unplaiting the child’s wet braids. “That’s a sort of doctor that fixes your soul when it’s sick.” This explanation was uttered in a sweet, pensive, “understanding” tone that made the other mothers squirm. “How ridiculous,” said a boy, with a scornful glance at the soul doctors. “It’s not ridiculous; it’s a science,” reproved his mother. “It’s not a science, it’s a pseudo science—isn’t it, Mother? That’s what you and Daddy think,” said another boy, eagerly. “Hush,” said his mother, equably. “Manners! We will talk about it when we get home.” “But, Mother, where do they come from?” persisted the first child, irritably pulling her long hair away from her parent’s hands. “New York, silly—you can see it on their license plates,” said the second boy. “I can see that,” said the girl. “I mean up here, in Minster.” And the mothers’ widened eyes appealed to each other. “I know that, too,” said the same sturdy boy calmly as the mothers turned to stare at him. “They’re staying at Meade Farm.” “Ah-h-h,” cried the mothers softly. Meade Farm was a boarding farm fifteen miles away, in the next township, that advertised “Cultured Surroundings” in the Saturday Review. “Are you sure?” “How did you find out?” “I listened,” answered the boy simply. “You only have to listen to find out everything about them.” The mothers smiled fondly among themselves; this eight-year-old was the brightest of all their progeny, and every mother loved him as if he were a communal holding. “But why do they come here?” demanded a hoarse twelve-year-old. “Nobody from Meade Farm has ever come here before.” The mothers smiled wanly. “Somebody must have told them about it.”


  There it was: what could you do? It was foolish to imagine you could keep Poor Farm Pond and this special beach a community secret forever and yet, alackaday, these psychiatrists were the first rank outsiders to find their way along the dusty network of back roads and “discover” it, as they were now proclaiming to each other in blaring, self-commendatory tones. (“I am a water witch, eh, Doctor?” the mop-haired man chuckled.) Everybody else who had come here either was local, like the granite workers and the townspeople from the state capital, or had some thread of connection with one of the original summer families. If you did not know them, they knew a friend or a friend of a friend. The young mothers could not but feel, forlornly, that they were witnessing the end of an epoch as they watched the frizzle-headed psychiatrist, who had sloping shoulders and breasts like a woman, don a black bathing cap and stride into the water with one of the inner tubes. Soon he was shouting, through the megaphone of his hands, that the water was wonderful and splashing himself to demonstrate it, like a man in a shower. The small brown psychiatrist fitted on a nose clip and followed him, and finally the whole party was in the water, with the inner tubes and a ball; the two immense older women floated in the inner tubes; the men tossed the ball back and forth to each other; the secretaries lay sunning on the raft.


  It did not occur to them, probably, that they were monopolizing the water—this was the kindest explanation and the one that had to be given the children, who were looking on with poison-steeped eyes, like little savages seeing the white man preëmpt the happy hunting ground. One atavistic little girl, in fact, picked up her homemade bow and arrow and, pointing it at the bathing party, glanced around, grinning boldly, for approval; her mother seized her wrist, slapped it, and confiscated the toy. But the children could not be quelled. One and all, they were refusing to swim while these awful people were in the water. They were unmoved by the force of example—“Come, Mummy will swim with you,” announced one resolute matron—and coldly indifferent to the argument, usually decisive for them, that they would hurt the people’s feelings. On the other hand, despite whispered cajolery, they declined to leave and go and take a dip in Granny’s pool or be driven to a pothole, ten miles off, made by a waterfall on Dogface—a mossy, cold, green, balsamy, hidden spot that was saved for special treats. The older children simply sat, wrapped in dirty towels, and stared adamantly at the strangers, while the younger ones, not comprehending, began to whimper. The mothers gazed at each other pregnantly. The children’s attitude seemed a judgment handed down from on high; it absolved them of responsibility. They did not wish to be snobbish or over-fastidious, God knew, but there was a limit. They consulted their wristwatches; they shrugged. Grasping towels, children, sneakers, reading matter, they rose in panoplied purpose and picked their way to their cars, past the psychiatrists’ outspread gear. It was only three-thirty, and the sun still lay warm on the violated pond.


  


  “There is a limit, Pick,” said Margaret Callaway to her husband, striding into her house with a retinue of weeping children behind her. Tall and olive-skinned, with a long, aristocratic nose and a shock of black short hair, she confronted her husband with the air of an avenging queen. “The children mutinied,” she announced. “All of them. Ours and everybody else’s.” And she recited what had happened, crisply, while the children bated their sobs to listen to the account of their grievance.


  “The children simply copied your attitude,” said Pickman (“Pickles”) Callaway, an industrial consultant, when he had heard. “I knew you would say that,” answered his wife, between her teeth. “I knew it, I knew it. But, Pick, I promise you I didn’t say a word—not a word.” Her manner had become hysterical; the children looked up at her curiously. “You didn’t have to say a word,” said Pickles, in a more sympathetic tone. “You obviously looked volumes. Kids are animals,” he added, stroking a small, crew-cut head. “They felt you stiffen up the way a dog feels it when a human being is afraid.”


  Margaret slumped into a chair. “You are right,” she said desolately. “I was wrong.” She vented an exhausted sigh. To be in the right was Margaret’s consuming ambition, to which all meaner aims had been sacrificed. She was a sincerely moral person, as Pickles Callaway, who had no morals, was always discovering to his surprise. Poor Margaret (as he privately styled her) had been renowned as a big brain at college; she had inherited a tidy wad from a Massachusetts mill-owning family; she had a successful husband, three beautiful children, a knack for household management, troops of friends; two winters before, she had had a tremendous nervous breakdown, which was all that was needed, Pickles once remarked (in a jest oft repeated in Minster), to complete the picture of the all-round woman of the year. Yet her accomplishments and sensibilities galled her, like handicaps imposed in the race for perfection. Margaret was a thoroughbred, the grandmothers averred, and with her distant, alarmed gaze and flaring nostrils and restive gait, she had the strained look of a blood mare carrying extra weight. Like all the Minster matrons, she worried a great deal about her privileges, which obliged her, she knew, to make allowances for those who had not had them. At the same time, the shortcomings of others seemed to her a sort of unfairness, a drain on her resources of understanding that was bleeding her white. Her mind, Pickles complained, was like a civics textbook, and Minster had served her for a model of what she believed possible.


  It was Margaret, preëminently, who had been the conscience of Poor Farm Pond, the watchdog of the genius loci. She had been outraged by the plan to buy the shore lot from old Mr. Bascomb; she had grown heated in defense of the granite workers who came to the pond on Sundays in trucks and cars that blocked the parking space. It was not much of a sacrifice, she pointed out, in her high-pitched Bostonian voice, for the summer people to give up Poor Farm Pond one day in the week to men who worked six days at heavy labor. The fact that she had voted Republican in the last two Presidential elections (in the interests of the national welfare and public harmony, relinquishing her own preference for the Democratic candidates) gave this pro-labor statement of hers an air of disinterested equity that silenced all opposition. Wives whose husbands flew up just for the weekend—unlike fortunate Pick, who took the summers off—were free, she cheerily suggested, to drive the extra miles to the waterfall, where they would be rewarded by a wonderful view. And to demonstrate the feasibility of this she had started a series of prodigious Sunday-lunch mountain picnics, to which everybody brought a covered dish.


  And last year, when parties of high-school students from the state capital, twenty miles away, began to come to the pond on Saturday afternoons, late, and sometimes Sundays, too, and leave beer cans and paper plates and candy wrappers behind them, Margaret had remained staunch and organized a work detail with her children to clean up the beach on Monday mornings. The other mothers were grateful to Margaret’s superior energy; the fact that Margaret outdistanced them in her zeal for local democracy, as in everything else, allowed them to praise her without emulation. “She enjoys it; let her do it,” decreed the husbands when the other mothers voiced a qualm. But this, alas, was false. Margaret believed in the force of example and was always perplexed when other people did not follow her lead; she did not understand how anybody could see the right thing and not desire, urgently, to imitate or surpass it. She did not really enjoy the cleanup; picking up dirty papers with a pointed stick, she felt lonely and a little absurd, as if her friends’ absence were a subtle criticism. And the children, usually so compliant, hated this early-morning chore. Sometimes, too, they found things in the bushes that led them to ask premature questions. This, in turn, showed Margaret that she was making a grave mistake. The children were learning to hate the public-high students who left this jetsam behind them; she had perhaps found the surest way of turning her children into snobs and disgusting them with sex as well. Therefore, this year, every Monday, Margaret rose quietly, before the children were awake, and drove in her jeep down to the pond to clean the beach herself. Pickles Callaway, who once accompanied her, promptly declared that the whole idea was masochistic. “Delegate power, my dear,” he commanded. “Make the other gals help you. They swim here, too.”


  But this was cavalier husband talk. Pick in his heart knew better: the other girls were not Margaret. Even her best friends, Ginny and Adelaide, after two Mondays of it, would be shirking and sending their husbands to try and overcome Mr. Bascomb with an offer of more money. If Margaret wished to preserve the tradition, she would have to clean the beach herself. There was no other solution, Pickles had to admit as he felt Margaret stir every Monday morning in the bed beside him. You could not get the town to clean the beach, because the town did not own it; you could not get old Mr. Bascomb to do it; and you could not leave it littered. You could set up a trash can with a sign, “Please dump here,” but this would invite the inference that the beach was public—an inference nobody, not even Margaret, wanted the community to draw, for despite everything, despite the weekend incursions and the trailer and old Mr. Bascomb’s attitude, the township itself still understood that this peninsula jutting into Poor Farm Pond “belonged” to the summer people who had brought the sand and the raft. The Minster youngsters used the swimming holes in the brooks and another part of Poor Farm Pond, a reedy shallow cove round the bend where a man had rowboats to rent. And when the granite workers came on Sunday—whole enormous families of them, with a long picnic table on their truck—they, too, understood that the place had a prior claim on it and treated it with respect. They were shy, nice, traditional people who sent to ask permission for their children to use the rowboats and always left them in good order, pulled up on the beach. Even the high-school students were well aware that this was the summer people’s preserve and never came when the young mothers were there but waited till the last station wagon had driven off before starting their parties. Sometimes, on a weekday, a pair of young lovers would come walking, hand in hand, up the road, carrying their bathing suits to change in the meadow, but lovers had special rights everywhere—the whole natural world “belonged” to them.


  This was democracy, the summer colonists consoled themselves whenever they were tempted to look back with longing to a time when they had had the pond all to themselves. It was not ideal but it worked; given tact and mutual forbearance, you could always find a modus vivendi. And in dreamy moods, some of the mothers looked upon Poor Farm Pond as a sort of parable for today, the kind of thing you saw with pictures in the Sunday-magazine section: everybody pulling together—America. They had a lump in their throats when they thought of their own and everybody else’s goodness. That is, until now.


  


  The republic had fallen. This, in effect, was the news the desolated young mothers carried home to their husbands that evening—carried, however, with a certain triumphant ceremony, as if on a flashing salver. Margaret and Ginny, Adelaide and Charlotte—they all marched into their dwellings and set down the news with a thud. The gentlest, softest, creamiest mother recounted the details of the invasion with a glittering intensity quite unlike her normal self. And each young woman had an air of speaking as a corporate body, attesting incontrovertible truths. When the puzzled husbands remarked, reasonably, that the psychiatrists were not likely to put in an appearance every day, the wives tossed their heads. Psychiatrists, they declared, were clock men; they would be there every afternoon, punctually, at two. Furthermore, they would summon their colleagues to share their discovery, this summer or the next. Psychiatrists vacationed in swarms, often surrounded by their patients; this was a well-known fact, and Ginny Marx could instance, from her own experience, a lonely beach in Massachusetts that had been completely taken over by them. Their profession had made them overbearing (of course, there were exceptions); they methodically pulped every experience like an orange-juice extractor. And they might as well be armadillos for all the feeling they had for the feelings of other people.


  The husbands scratched their heads, astounded by the knowledge their wives appeared to have of the characteristics of psychiatrists in general and by the wealth of simile and metaphor these particular psychiatrists had tapped. “They’re against Nature, Pick,” said Margaret Callaway, with a breathless seriousness, when the children had been tucked into bed, and the two sat, with the Silex between them, in the small, sparsely furnished sitting room. “The children felt it, I tell you. Jonathan stared at them as if they were some of the space people he sees in his comic books. That’s exactly how they looked in the water, with the black bathing cap and the inner tubes; they’re contrary to Nature. Everything about them is synthetic and sleazy, like some horrible new fabric. One of them has skin that looks like imitation crocodile leather.”


  “They’re probably no more unsightly than some of the locals,” observed Pickles calmly. Margaret leaned forward and spoke almost in a whisper. “Pick, they’re different, I tell you. I’ve been thinking about it; I’m sure I’m right. They’ve chosen to look the way they do. I shouldn’t blame them for an accident or a deformity—you know that—but they’ve chosen to be ugly and dissonant.”


  Pick blinked his light-green eyes. As a scientist of sorts, he was irked by positive assertions. He was a homely man himself—small, slight, lantern-jawed, with thick, rather sensual red lips and heavy black-rimmed glasses. Partly for business reasons, he had stylized himself as an impersonal, scientific observer and dressed the part, as he conceived it; in the country, he wore Bermuda shorts cut down from old flannels, ribbed, heavy knee socks, and a soft white shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbow, baring tan, wiry arms, on one of which flashed a very expensive French wristwatch that told the day of the week, and the month and year, and the moon phases, as well as the time of day. Out-of-doors, he carried a German camera and binoculars in leather cases on shoulder straps. To human life and technology, his subject, he had fashioned an attitude of strict, gloomy accuracy; his own bias was conservative, but he did not shirk the facts. To him, as he sometimes told his clients, man was chiefly an animal, obedient to certain biological and technological laws. At the same time, Pickles was a humorist, and the moral consciousness of Minster was a source of wry entertainment to him as he sat in his loge seat, watching, with a critical, erudite eye. Behind the mask of imperturbability, he was peppery and eccentric, like a boyish little old man—exactly the same now, said the grandmothers, as when Ginny’s brother had brought him home from prep school, a wizened State of Maine boy on a scholarship, bright as paint in his studies, full of the devil, and a convinced, logical tory even then.


  For two summers now, detachedly, he had watched his wife fighting her anxious shadow-battle with the problem of Poor Farm Pond. It did not surprise him that she had finally reached the breaking point. He was not a heartless man, but he regarded Minster as a pocket of old-fashioned individualism that could not long resist the encroachments of mass society. Margaret’s “solutions,” he perceived, were typically anachronistic: she relinquished the pond on Sundays at a time when the forty-eight-hour week was already a thing of the past. She reckoned, as he could have told her, without the expansion of leisure, and supposed she could contain the problem within the limits of the region, though it was not a regional question, as he would presently seek to show her: mechanized man was leisured man, wherever you found him—the industrial revolution had unleashed the crowd. But it was interesting that she was now reacting, like all old cultures, with a violent xenophobia. The psychiatrists, as he saw them, advancing on Margaret’s pond, were the prophets of universal leisure, teaching the glad gospel of play, bidding nerves relax—their trademark, of course, was the couch. And nothing, he agreed, was more horrible to homo faber, that vanishing American, than the sight of other men sprawling, relaxed and unbuttoned, in a state of nature.


  “Pick,” said Margaret, urgently, interrupting his thoughts. Pickles quirked an eyebrow. She laced her long fingers; two jagged lines of worry appeared between her dark, somewhat protruding eyes. “I’m afraid of myself,” she announced. “I didn’t know until this afternoon that I had so much hatred in me. Pick, such a power of hatred!” She raised her eyes and looked straight at him. “Pickman, I have to tell you. I wanted to kill those six people.” Pickles was shocked and irritated; it seemed to him she presumed on their marriage to make him such a grotesque and unseemly confidence. “And not because they gate-crashed our beach. That was just an excuse. I wanted to kill them because they were the way they were. Can you understand that? To make them see themselves, for one second, reflected from my eyes?” The dilation of her mare eyes unnerved Pickles; he did not like the slightly rolling look of complicity with which she was now regarding him, as though she expected him to share her murderous fantasies. As a proclaimed conservative, he had been, before this, the recipient of a number of confessions from liberals to the effect that they too loathed their fellow-man; Pickles, who was a stranger to all strong emotion, found the implication insulting.


  “Nonsense,” he said sharply. “You’ve been playing good little girl too long. You and your friends are acting a silly charade you pleasantly call democracy—a dangerous charade, let me tell you. The common man is no fool—face it, my dear. He doesn’t like to be patronized. He can spy out a moral aristocracy in its simple last year’s bathing suit.” He lit a cigarette. “A moral aristocracy,” he repeated. “Bred in the convents of Vassar and Bryn Mawr and Radcliffe. Holding its summer court at Minster, waving its sceptre over Poor Farm Pond. A very pretty pastoral—Arcadian. But this is the twentieth century. What right have you to try to be better than the common herd and to teach your children to be better? No right, in a universal democracy; the people won’t stand for it. Why should they? I agree with them. This moral superiority is an insufferable ostentation—an exercise of privilege that derogates the common man.”


  Pickles glared mettlesomely at his wife, who was now sitting, downcast and submissive, her arms clasping her knees, in her flowing chambray skirt. “Why, Pick, you sound like a radical,” she murmured, doubtfully smiling. But Pickles shook his head. He believed, as she ought to know, in private property and individual rights. He considered the idea of equality the most pestilential idea ever to have entered human thought—an idea that could only culminate in murder, as she herself had just demonstrated. There were only two kinds of equality that a rational man could accept: equality before the law and the career open to the talents. Social equality was an absurdity; there could never be equal shares of the things men valued. “Face facts, my dear. You can’t share Poor Farm Pond or anything else you care about. Either you have it or they do. I’ve got nothing against these psychos, personally, but there’s not enough water to go around. You gals have been a long time seeing that.”


  “But that’s just it,” cried Margaret. “We have seen it.” She leaned forward with a pleading smile. “Pick, how can we say no to a car full of hot people when there isn’t another place in miles?” “You have your own kids to think about,” retorted Pickles. “What are you going to do—pack them off to camp so as to leave the pond free for the hoi polloi?” “Oh, Pick, you’re exaggerating.” Margaret gave a nervous laugh, as if he had paid her a compliment. “I’m facing facts,” said Pickles. “That’s what’s in the cards. You’ve waited too long as it is. John Q. Public has got his foot in your pond.” Margaret nodded glumly, seeming to give up all at once. “It’s my fault, I see it,” she sighed. “I assumed the leadership.” Pickles said nothing. “If only,” she murmured, “there were some other solution, some place that was just as nice for them to go.” “That,” said Pickles brusquely, “is their worry.” “Oh dear, oh dear,” said Margaret. “We always come back to that. Think, Pickles, think,” she adjured him. “If you think of something, I promise we’ll do anything you say.”


  


  All over Minster, that night, thinking caps were on. Something would have to be done, nearly everybody conceded; today’s episode was the last straw. Aside from anything else, it was bad for the children to have all this buzz about psychiatry. “It’s nothing, Mother,” “Please, Mother!” exclaimed the young matrons with acerbity when the grandmothers telephoned, abrim with curiosity and counsel. One typical old lady wished to know whether the two men were Freudians or whether they belonged to the new interpersonal school—it made all the difference, a friend in Brookline had told her. “How should I know, Mother? Go to bed, Mother,” wearily replied her daughter. “We will talk about it tomorrow.” “I hope to goodness you’re going to do something finally,” and “You’ve brought this all on yourselves,” affirmed the old voices. “Yes, Mother, yes,” sighed the young voices. They had heard this same judgment from the children (“We think you try to be much too good, Mummy”), and though the mothers smiled, it alarmed them to see the youngsters deducing, critically, that goodness did not pay.


  Next day, the dire effect on the children sprang to every mother’s thoughts. Thanks to the party line, the whole township was astir. All afternoon, the road to Poor Farm Pond was dusty with unwonted traffic as the community turned out to take a peek at the psychiatrists, who, sure enough, were spread out on the tiny strip of beach with their blankets and their radio, just as the young mothers had described them. It was awful, declared the young mothers, alighting resolutely from their vehicles and proceeding to the waterside as if nothing had happened; the psychiatrists themselves were bad enough, but the way people came to stare at them, as if they were animals in a zoo, made you ashamed for Minster. And the children were lapping it all up, sitting in a long line on their haunches and giggling and declining to go in the water, till one of the mothers, strapping Charlotte Husted, bodily dumped her two in, while the psychiatric party clucked and frowned. What were you going to do? Adelaide Currier, a warm-spoken, lively brunette, announced that she was going to take her children to swim on Dogface every day until the excitement blew over, but everybody knew Adelaide would not hold to it; you could not run a household—even a slapdash one like Adelaide’s—and drive more than twenty miles for a swim every day. And then there was the idea Ginny Marx had, of talking it over with the psychiatrists in a friendly way and asking them to leave the beach to the children after nap-time every afternoon, but everybody knew Ginny would never have the nerve. How could you explain to them delicately a thing they did not feel for themselves?


  And they were here for the whole month. Mrs. Currier, Adelaide’s mother-in-law, briefly settled this question by calling up the landlady at Meade Farm, who was on the Valley Fair Committee with her. So it was not just a temporary annoyance, which was what everybody had been half hoping; it was the heart cut out of the summer—and the next summer and the next, in all probability. A long-range solution would have to be found, said Margaret Callaway, briskly, in the post office, quoting Pickles. Minster was now facing a problem that had been gripping most of northern New England; a farming area was being converted into the site of a vacation industry that was overturning all the old values. The problem was really worldwide, she explained to a group of mothers as the tobacco-stained old codgers who hung around the post office edged up to listen: it would be the fate of all obsolete civilizations to become the tourist meccas of the civilizations that replaced them. Minster was feeling the effects of a technological revolution that was just as unsettling as a geological upheaval like the Appalachian Revolution, which had metamorphosed the mountain ranges.


  A long sigh rose from around the postboxes. According to Pickles, then, there was no escape, the young mothers queried, absently opening their mail; the postmistress’s rubber stamp stayed poised in the air as she listened. But Margaret shook her head. A strange, new exaltation had appeared in her. Her nostrils quivered; her faraway gaze had taken on a focus of conviction. Pickles was thinking, she said proudly. He was looking at the problem scientifically, in terms of the new situation, and was very near an answer. The mothers exchanged looks. Any “solution” of Pickles’ would have in it something caustic; he would want to rub salt in the community’s wounds as he applied iodine to his boys’ feet when they had cut them. The grandmothers doted on Pickles, but the young mothers had never approved of him since he went into business; they thought him selfish and a snob.


  And yet their own ideas were terribly shaken, they had to confess. They were distressed by the froth of ill will that rose in their breasts whenever they so much as thought about Poor Farm Pond. Instead of hating the intruders, they ought to pity them, they supposed, for being noisy, ugly, and self-satisfied, which was probably the result of conditioning. “Imagine looking like that!” murmured Ginny to Adelaide with a shudder. “Imagine being like that!” retorted Adelaide. “I won’t pretend to be sorry for them; they have free will just like the rest of us.” And absurd arguments began to break out, at parties, about free will, and whether people could help their appearance. One or two of the husbands, plain men, were so irritated by these conversations that they were actually threatening to sell their houses and move away from Minster if the swimming problem was not settled, once and for all, this summer.


  


  Nothing was the same. Starting with the psychiatrists, many new species of summer people began to be seen in Minster. A bright-red British car with a New York license plate was sighted flashing by on the back roads; slim, tanned, painted, smart women were glimpsed driving about with the real-estate agent, poking into old farmhouses. And all through July—for the first time in history—cars with streamers saying “Ausable Chasm,” “Howe Caverns,” “Desert of Maine” drew up at the parking place at Poor Farm Pond and parties of tourists settled down for an outing, with dogs, potato chips, Cracker Jack, shampoo soap, insect repellent, beer, and all the rest of it. It was unaccountable. Minster had not been written up, so far as anybody could find, in the newspapers or travel magazines. It was as though the news had got about telepathically, as messages fly between birds. One afternoon—an ominous touch—a tall lean coveralled native with pale shifty eyes came with his lean pale-eyed son and a fishing rod and “borrowed” the Curriers’ rowboat; and the psychiatrists had the gall to complain to their landlady (Mrs. Currier had it direct) that “Mirror Lake” was getting spoiled: “We are writing a few friends to join us for a rest—here is so nice and quiet. And now comes a crowd. What can you do? It is America.”


  Even the animals, apparently, had tuned in on the news. The eeriest thing—one afternoon, late, at sunset, when the pond was finally deserted, Adelaide Currier came down with a towel for a swim, and as she sat drying her legs, she heard an unusual sound in the water, not a fish jumping but a beaver swimming. She saw his black tail slapping the surface near the farther shore. And, looking more closely, along the far edge, green and still, under the shadow of the ridge, she noticed for the first time a little paling of dry branches. Her heart nearly stopped beating. Everybody in Minster knew what the beavers meant.


  “Lodestone!” she cried five minutes later, panting across the Callaways’ lawn in her white towelling robe and beach slippers. “The beavers have come over from Lodestone!” She fell into a deck chair. “They’re building, along the far shore. I saw it.” The Callaway children came running out of the house. Pickles set down his highball leisurely, and got up to make her one at the trestle table. “That is very interesting, Adelaide,” he observed with a smile, glancing at his wife and children. “You actually saw the beaver?” Adelaide nodded. Then and there, as she said later, she should have guessed something queer was up. “Very interesting,” repeated Pickles, in his most mystifying young-fogy manner. Adelaide was irritated. She stared from Pickles to Margaret. “You’re taking it so calmly,” she protested. “You’d think you’d never seen Lodestone.” The three children looked at their parents and burst into giggles. “We saw it yesterday!” cried the youngest, gleeful, and dove under the table. “Then you know what it means,” said Adelaide, sternly. “It’s nothing to laugh about.” “No,” agreed the children, but their lips were twitching. “What is this?” she demanded. “Pickles, what are you up to? What were you doing at Lodestone?” All the Callaways smiled enigmatically. “A good question,” said Pickles.


  And, in fact, Adelaide’s puzzlement was well founded. With the coming of the beavers, Lodestone Pond had reverted to wilderness, and the remote little village of Lodestone, five miles up the valley, had dried up and died of neglect. Nobody from Minster ever went there any more, except to show it to visitors as a curiosity. Today, there was nothing left of the village but a paintless church and a post office that sold a few dust-coated packaged provisions to the half-savage natives who lived in the hills on derelict farms, with fierce mongrel dogs and wild, inbred children. Civilization had crept away from Lodestone and left it—rumor declared—to incest and bestiality. The faded old homemade signs, indicating “Lodestone” with a pointer, in frail, spidery lettering, could still be seen nailed to trees along rutted back roads that had once borne a Sunday traffic of picnickers from the granite town and the cheese town and the state capital. But when they fell down, nobody replaced them; the stony mountain roads were nearly impassable to modern, low-slung automobiles, and dogs rushed out of unkempt farmyards, barking amazedly at the rare car that came through, usually with an out-of-state plate and a shaken, scarified driver, who emerged full of sociological questions—questions that won only the briefest retorts from the Minster natives, for Lodestone Pond and the whole infertile scrubby valley round it had the name of a place accursed.


  It had not always been so; the grandmothers could remember a time when Lodestone was the dearest spot in the region, with strawberry festivals and church suppers and a music school and a little local band playing in the picnic grove. And, actually, there was nothing supernatural about what had happened. The beavers had done it. The tree-shaded pond had vanished, like a sunken ship; there was only a noisome still swamp, with dead birch and poplar trunks, stripped of bark, rising like masts or spars from the scummy surface. At one end of the swamp, amid the reeds and yellow water lilies, a remainder of the old diving raft still floated, with its tower. And you could see where the picnic grove had been, by the rope swing still hanging from the big arm of a dying giant maple that stood in a foot of slimy water. Whenever weekend visitors were driven over to see Lodestone, a cry of horror went up as the station wagon drew up on the little peninsula and the deathly sight was disclosed.


  Outsiders found it hard to understand how the beavers could have done it. They had read in their school natural-science courses that beavers lived in streams and built dams there. They had never heard, they said, awe-struck, of beavers taking over a whole lake. Somebody (most often Pickles Callaway, for whom the place had a fascination) would then have to show them, with a geodetic map and binoculars, precisely what the beavers had done. Offering the binoculars, Pickles would point out the brook that had originally been dammed by the beavers, and explain how, to make their dams and underwater lodges, they had cut down small birch and poplar and dragged them to the lake’s outlet. This obstruction had had the effect of flooding the pond, which had overflowed its borders and killed the surrounding vegetation. The tall dead trees they saw had once been on dry land—they could find it on Pickles’ map. Dammed up, the pond had become a spreading marsh; reeds and water lilies had sprung up in the stagnant water, and scum had slowly covered it. With knitted brows, the visitors would pass the binoculars back and forth, note the interlacing of twigs, branches, and sapling trunks, sawed by the rodent teeth. And in the end they never saw how Pickles could take it so coolly. Facing the ruined pond, fending off the mosquitoes and gnats, sniffing the unwholesome air, they all claimed to feel something vast and unjustifiable in the magnitude of the destruction, as if Nature, in her ordinary business, could never have encompassed such a thing. “The industrious beaver,” they would murmur, the implication making them solemn for the rest of the afternoon. They could not help sensing that the quality of this devastation was human; the decapitated tree trunks made them think of mutilated cities. There was something at once purposive and purposeless in the display of technology before them. “The means,” Margaret always remarked, in her sharp, high, querulous bird voice, “have literally swamped the end.”


  And she told a story that had been told her by the old music teacher in Lodestone—that it was a summer person who was responsible for what had happened to the pond. The beaver had disappeared from the region until a man from New York had come and bought property and imported a pair of beavers to dam up his brook and make him a natural swimming pool. The beavers had escaped and settled in the outlet of Lodestone. Nobody but Margaret put credence in this tale. The beavers, said the grandmothers, had first come to Lodestone years ago, before there were any summer people, except themselves, in the neighborhood. The story was a native fabrication, scoffed Pickles; no summer person could ever have been that thrifty.


  Except Pickles, emended Adelaide, now, on the terrace, turning her bright hazel eyes from one grinning Callaway face to another. Pickles, she said to herself, had always had a mean, frugal streak, just like the man in the story. Adelaide was angry; she hated having mysteries made. “Shall we tell her?” wondered Pickles aloud, tilting his narrow head sidewise. Margaret and the children eagerly nodded.


  “We drove over to inspect the property,” he said, with a sharp look at Adelaide over his glasses. “Margaret bought Lodestone yesterday.”


  


  Adelaide’s gasp resounded throughout the community. This, at last, was the fruit of Pickles’ thought, and truly it was a stroke of genius, Minster acknowledged—tactful, diplomatic, and remarkably public-spirited. “I believe it will last our time,” Pickles said with modest pride, at a lap supper Margaret gave to explain the idea to their friends. And Pickles had arrived at the idea, emphasized Margaret excitedly, via the social sciences. Using the historical method, he had asked himself (Pickles nodded confirmation) what was the proximate cause of the problem of Poor Farm Pond. The basic cause was, of course, as they all recognized, the social and technological revolution, whose trend, in the long run, was irreversible. But the immediate tendency could be checked or diverted elsewhere, depending on secondary factors. In this case, the secondary factor, or proximate cause, had stared Pickles in the face, the minute he sat down to think: the problem of Poor Farm Pond had come to a head two years ago, when the last, forlorn camp on the shore of Lodestone had been given up and the pond had finally been abandoned to the beavers. The tradition or unwritten law regarding swimming rights had rested on the assumption that there were two ponds to swim in: one for the natives and transients and one for the “old” summer people—separate but equal. The beavers had destroyed this assumption.


  Ergo, concluded Pickles, to restore the status quo ante you had only to eliminate the beavers.


  The main point, which everybody saw at once, murmuring assent to Margaret, was that there was no human component to reckon with. That was the beauty of Pickles’ scheme. Nobody swam at Lodestone now. There could be nobody, therefore, to complain that the summer people had displaced them, as there would have been, inevitably, at Poor Farm Pond, even if Mr. Bascomb had been brought to terms. In this light, all the manifest objections to Lodestone—the sinister and forsaken character of the lake, the stagnant smell, the evil repute the place bore with the natives—became positive assets. Nobody wanted Lodestone, which meant that the land could be bought up dirt-cheap, for the taxes. Much of it, Pickles had discovered, had already been taken over by the bank in Graniteville, through mortgage foreclosures. The bank was delighted to arrange for Margaret to get the whole thing for a song. The bank president, in fact, had nearly wrung her hand off when the deeds were signed, congratulating her on a public service. He seemed to think, actually, that the reclamation of the pond would put the whole village of Lodestone back on its feet.


  Clearing out the beavers, continued Margaret, should not present too much difficulty. Not nearly as much as some people were saying who had not gone into the matter. They were protected for most of the year, of course, but you could trap them during the open season; Pickles and some of the other men might come up for a weekend beaver hunt during the winter. The main thing, however, would be to knock out their dams and lodges with a bulldozer and a dredger—in this state, no conservationist statute could stop you from doing that on your own property. The beavers could shift for themselves, since they were supposed to be very adaptive. The worry would be to not let them get reëstablished in Lodestone after you had driven them out; it might be fun for the children to set up a beaver patrol. Besides the bulldozer and dredger, there would be a few other expenses, for removing the dead trees and landscaping and replanting the shore. It would be nice if the people who were going to be using Lodestone, the “old” summer people and their friends, would get together and share the costs and the labor, just as they had always done with the sand at Poor Farm Pond.


  And the people who put up the money (or the labor, either one) could form a little club—nothing pretentious, just a diving raft and a few bathhouses, since Lodestone was pretty far from home for some of the colonists, and maybe later on a tennis court and a hall for barn dances. You would not have to call it a club, said Margaret, quickly, cutting into the murmur that rose from all sides of her long dining room. If the word “club” struck a false note in Minster, you could call it “Lodestone Associates,” or something of that kind. And it would not have to be snobbish; anybody could buy shares and join—more like a subscription library, really, than a club.


  “Anybody?” said Ginny, sharply. Everybody knew what she was thinking, but there had never been a trace of anti-Semitism in Minster. “Anybody we knew, I suppose,” said Charlotte, with a hesitant look around. “Does that go for the natives?” demanded Bill Husted, in a rather truculent tone. Margaret’s hand, alarmedly, went to her olive brow; she turned to Pickles for help. “Let’s be realistic,” urged Sam Marx in his soft, sweet, husky voice. “The natives won’t come into such a project. It’s a question of economics.” Pickles nodded. “Right. Let’s put it this way. They can join if they want to but they won’t.” “Oh,” said Janet Wheeler, a Girl Scout leader, in a booming voice, “I think it’s disgusting to put it on a basis of economics. I thought we were going to share.” “Don’t be absurd, Janet,” said Adelaide. “The natives are farmers; they work twelve hours a day.” “And they don’t swim, anyway,” said Ginny. “I predicted this,” said Pickles glumly to Margaret as the whole room began to talk at once.


  Margaret shook her head. The whole thing, she declared, rapping for order, was eminently fair. The public, including the natives, would get Poor Farm Pond—why should they want Lodestone? Everybody stood to profit. And the old summer people had the right to protect themselves against today’s migratory population by joining together and pooling their resources. Naturally, if the consensus of opinion should be against a club, she and Pickles stood ready to bear the expense themselves and invite their friends to swim with them. But it seemed to her that it was more democratic if everybody did it together; nobody would feel, then, that they were presuming on the Callaways’ hospitality.


  


  The assembly, uneasily dispersing, had to agree that Pickles’ proposition was logical. To form a club, as they pointed out to each other during the ensuing days, was only to vest in legal form that membership, one of another, that had always been the essence of Minster. The belongingness they all felt, among themselves, the young mothers admitted, had always had its focus on the peninsula at Poor Farm Pond. It was there plans were made, world affairs argued, magazines and newspapers shared; a de-facto club already existed, which Lodestone Associates would merely incorporate formally. There would be no real difference, except in the name. Or would there?


  “You’re ungrateful fools in my opinion,” said old Mrs. Hathaway, Ginny Marx’s mother, “if you don’t take Pickles’ offer while the taking’s good.” She sat on her side porch, serving dandelion wine (with just a tincture of raspberries) to a conclave of dubious young mothers. Across the road, the children were dining in the pool she had dammed up. “You’ve lost nearly the whole month of July already,” she said sharply. “If I were Pickles, I’d withdraw the offer and teach you all a lesson.” “We can’t be taught a lesson, apparently,” said Adelaide Currier, from the steps, with a humorous sigh. “Then you’re not going to do it!” cried Mrs. Hathaway. The young mothers sighed together, swaying like willows on the porch: “We don’t know.” “Look, Mrs. Hathaway,” said Charlotte. “You’ve been here longer than anybody else. Don’t you think this club will make a line between the summer people and the natives? That’s what Bill and I keep coming back to.” “There’s a line right now,” said the old lady. “There always has been. And there’ve always been some that cross it.” “Mother!” cautioned Ginny. Adelaide mixed a good deal with the natives, came up early in the spring and stayed late in the fall; she was also rumored to be very friendly with a tall telephone linesman, who came sometimes in his high boots to the pond, late in the afternoons. Still, cross it or not, the line was there. The summer women did not drink with the natives, but the summer men did, getting out a bottle and glasses with punctilio when the plumber or the carpenter came. The summer women did not wear shorts in public, because the farm women disapproved. The summer children did not speak of their winter boarding schools, except in terms of sorrow, to the native children they played with, or of money or city entertainment. Even Adelaide’s flirtation came within the rules, for the rumored meetings were out-of-doors and casual; she did not invite the man to her house. And, of course, she could not take him to a club.


  “Our equality’s really based on pretense,” said Ginny. “We pretend we don’t have a winter life or any life that’s different from theirs. Come September, we die down like the vegetation.” “Like Persephone, we go back to Hades,” said Adelaide, who hated the city. “That’s the point, I think, Mother,” cried Ginny. “If we have the club, we’ll be flaunting the other side of our lives, the winter side. I can’t help it; it seems tasteless to plump a clubhouse down in plain sight of people we see every day, in the store and the post office, who won’t be able to come to it.” “Perhaps they won’t want to,” said Mrs. Hathaway. Ginny shook her head. “That isn’t the point,” she insisted. “Even if they wanted to, they couldn’t.” Mrs. Hathaway shrugged; she had seen it before. Girls who married Jewish husbands were always touchy on these questions, even when there was no reason.


  “There’s another thing,” said Charlotte. “What if we don’t like somebody and he has the money for the shares?” “Exactly!” cried Adelaide. “You know how it will all end? We’ll be letting in those damned psychiatrists. After having spent thousands of dollars. The last state of the man will be worse than the first.” Rueful laughter shook the porch swing. “You don’t have to let them in,” said Mrs. Hathaway placidly. Ginny’s big round china-blue eyes glared at her mother. “You tell us, Mother, please, how we’re going to keep them out,” she said sarcastically. “On what basis, do you suggest?” “Why, simply because you don’t care for them socially,” replied Mrs. Hathaway. “That’s the basis of every club’s membership policy. A club is like your home; you’re not required to give a reason for not inviting people to it. Not yet, at any rate.” The young women exchanged looks. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Hathaway,” said Charlotte, acting as spokesman. “That may be all right for the Chilton Club, but it just won’t do for the country, where you see people every day. You can’t practically say in so many words, ‘We don’t like you.’ ”


  Three young bosoms, gingham, linen, chambray, exhaled a common sigh. Mrs. Hathaway’s voile print underwent a convulsion. “Then what is the point of a club, girls?” “Exactly,” said Adelaide mournfully. “For people like us, maybe there isn’t any point. We couldn’t say no to anybody. You see, we are incorrigible.” She flashed her most winning smile, demure and repentant, on the old lady, and held out her glass. “But you’re willing and able to say no to Pickles?” rapped out Mrs. Hathaway, setting down the pitcher. The three heads, fair, dark, and chestnut, denied the charge. “We feel Pickles is trying to rush us,” said Ginny. “We aren’t sure yet in our own minds. We do see the advantages. A club would keep out transients.” “But there’s another thing, Mrs. Hathaway,” said Adelaide. “What’s going to happen to the beavers when Pickles drives them out of Lodestone?” Mrs. Hathaway’s eyes closed for an instant, as if in silent prayer. “My dear,” she remonstrated, in a kindly, concerned voice that seemed to belong to a gentler old lady, “you can’t worry your head about the fate of the beavers. You must leave that much to Providence.” “It’s not the beavers themselves, Mrs. Hathaway,” proffered Charlotte. “It’s where they’ll go. They’ll be all over the countryside, like a plague. Pickles can’t trap them all, in one open season. He admits that himself.” “Adelaide saw one in Poor Farm Pond, Mother,” put in Ginny. “Stuff!” said Mrs. Hathaway. “Adelaide doesn’t know a beaver from an otter.” “No, truly,” protested Adelaide. “I could tell by the tail. It’s going to be a terrible thing if they pour into Poor Farm. Everybody in Minster will be furious with us.”


  “I shouldn’t be at all surprised,” observed Charlotte, “if the town raised our taxes.” The old lady’s brows shot up, but she recovered herself. “Girls!” she said firmly. “You sound like children. Why, it would take the beavers years to come all the way over from Lodestone. They’ll settle down in some stream over there and mind their own business.” “It seems to me,” said Adelaide, “that Pickles will never be shut of them if they don’t come over to Poor Farm. They must be an enormous colony by now. You’d think Pickles, since he’s so clever, would have given that some thought.” The old lady considered. “Have you spoken to him about it?” she demanded. “Yes, of course,” said Adelaide. “And what did he say?” Adelaide looked rueful. “He just laughed. He says everybody has a private obsession that’s working against the club, and mine is the beavers. He and Margaret are getting pretty annoyed with us. Every day, somebody meets him in the post office with a new objection. Some of them, I admit, are pretty farfetched.” “Including yours, my dear,” said Mrs. Hathaway, rising. “If I see Pickles, I shall tell him what I think of the lot of you. You deserve to have a stick of dynamite put under you.” She made her way into the house. “Mother is dying to have the club so she can start blackballing people,” confided Ginny, with a giggle. “The Historical Society has never given her any scope.”


  


  On the last day of July, Pickles looked steadily at Margaret. “They’re not going to do it,” he announced. They were sitting alone on the terrace, at twilight. Their friends had been avoiding them for the last few days; the older children had gone with the Husteds to the state beach over the mountains, where there were lifeguards and twenty-foot diving towers; the youngest was in bed, tearful, because he was too little to stay up so late and drive home after dark. Every child, practically, in Minster had been in the dumps for weeks; the Husteds had packed theirs off to camp, where they could have all the swimming they wanted, right outside their tent. “And yet, damn it,” cried Pickles now, “their fool parents won’t raise a finger.” “Perhaps they’ll still do it,” said Margaret. Pickles shook his head. “I know them,” he said. “Once the psychiatrists go and Minster gets its beach back, they’ll forget there was ever an emergency.” “Well,” said Margaret bravely, “we can still fix up Lodestone. We can afford it, Pick.” “It’s not the money,” said Pickles. “It’s the principle. This whole damned community has lost the will to survive.”


  And, of course, on the first of August, the psychiatrists were gone. It was like a miracle, almost. The other invaders were gone, too, as if obedient to a signal. The young mothers, in their skirted bathing suits, were back on their slabs of limestone; the children were in the water; the rowboats plied back and forth; the old raft buckled as divers hurtled off it. The pond was still, save for the plash of oars and the swash of the raft and the shrieks and gurgles of the children. Pages turned in the liberal weeklies; a clear voice quietly read aloud a dispatch from Yugoslavia in the New York Times. Knitting and four back numbers of the New Statesman came out of a wicker basket. Everything seemed precisely as it had been a month before, as it always had been. At four o’clock, a truck drove up, and it was the telephone linesman; handsome as a bronze and very tall, he nodded tersely to Adelaide and did a perfect jackknife from the raft. Dragonflies dipped; a fish jumped; firs rustled. As the sun descended toward the ridge, a murmurous rippling arose, like a sigh, from the shaded far shore. It can never change, really, the young mothers reflected, because we are the same.


  But it was on the very next afternoon—the second of August, two days after the psychiatrists had gone—that Ginny Marx, walking up to the raspberry patch with her two small children, saw the creature cross the road. There could be no mistake; it was a beaver. The children saw it, too, and it looked just the way a beaver was supposed to look—reddish brown and low-slung, something like a large rat, but with webbed hind feet. It hurried across the road in the direction of Poor Farm Pond, and Ginny let out a little cry. A moment later, coming from the other direction, Pickles Callaway drove up in his new station wagon—on his way, he said, to the post office. Ginny and the children excitedly climbed in. They had just seen a beaver, they all attested, heading for Poor Farm Pond. Pickles raised a skeptical eyebrow. They had beavers on the brain, he said, scoffing; it was probably just a woodchuck. But Ginny and the children all shook their fair heads. It was a beaver; they had just seen one in the Natural Science Museum at the state capital.


  And a minute later, while they were still arguing, the children made a curious discovery. Under one of the back seats was a canvas case with holes for ventilation. “What is it?” they asked, edging it out with their sandalled, dusty feet. Ginny, turning to rebuke them, caught a funny, boyish flicker of Pickles’ light-green eye, magnified by the big lens. The thing under the seat was a cat carrier, empty.


  


  Naturally, Ginny acknowledged, breathless, when Pickles, bold as brass, had let her off at the beach, you could not prove what had been in it. “But of course we know,” said Charlotte, tucking her chestnut hair into her bathing cap. “How long do you suppose he’s been doing it?” “From the very first, I imagine,” said Adelaide. “The one I saw must have been his maiden effort.” Ginny shook her head. “Perhaps it was the other way round. Perhaps that one came there naturally and gave him the idea.” Adelaide dimpled. “So like Pickles,” she murmured. “He saw the historical trend and lent it a helping hand.” “Dreadful,” pronounced Charlotte. “Do you think Margaret knows?” Adelaide slowly shook her head. “Impossible,” she said. “Inconceivable.” “But why, Mummy, why?” whispered Adelaide’s eight-year-old beauty, who had been sitting in the water, eavesdropping. “Why is Mr. Callaway putting beavers in our pond?” The mothers looked helplessly at each other. “Hush,” said Adelaide. “You’re not to speak of it.” “Is it because he’s mad at us?” “In a way, I suppose, dear,” said her mother. “It’s a sort of joke on us. Run away now and swim.” The child obeyed. “Joke?” cried Charlotte. “Why, I think he’s doing it to pressure us into joining his club.” Adelaide and Ginny shook their heads. “No,” said Adelaide. “Pickles doesn’t care any more where we swim; he’s washed his hands of us. I don’t blame him. In fact, you know, I rather admire him. He had to dispose of the beavers, and this was simple, ingenious, and anti-social. He made us a present of them. Pickles is an actionist; none of us would have had the nerve. And for that matter,” she added, “I don’t suppose he’s even doing anything illegal. Is it illegal to transport a beaver in a station wagon across a town line?” There was a ripple of reluctant laughter. “I think it’s criminal,” said Charlotte, rather feebly, immersing herself in the lake.


  Ginny and Adelaide sat staring into the clear green water—deep, much deeper than Lodestone, and fated, it almost seemed, like something beautiful in a fairy tale, to create trouble and perplexity. All at once, the Currier rowboat came to a stop. The oarsman, nine-year-old Henry Currier, had heard a peculiar sound. “Hey!” he called. “Hush,” said Ginny. Everybody stiffened, as if playing a game of statues.


  Across the pond, near the far shore, two lustrous beavers were swimming. Their flat tails made a distinctive noise as they slapped the water. “Beavers, children!” softly cried Charlotte, her face suddenly aglow. She stood like a classic water nymph, pink and plump, in her ample bathing dress, up to her waist in the water. The rowboat veered about; the little girls on the raft stood up and shaded their eyes. “I see them, I see them,” proud voices called in shrill succession. “Mother, they’re darling.” “Look at their little heads!” The young mothers caught their breaths; the gleaming round heads moving along the green surface were charming, and behind each beaver was a shining silver-white wake. At the same time, in the late-afternoon light, the line of newly cut gray branches was quite plainly visible, etched against the dark bank.


  The rowboat drew up, with businesslike strokes. “Can we row over and investigate them? Please?” Henry Currier had a crew of three aboard. The young mothers’ eyes consulted; each face had a look of consternation. “Very well,” said the mothers. The rowboat made off swiftly, with its four tense explorers. Ginny ran her tongue over her lips. “Henry,” she called, “if you see their house, don’t disturb it. Just investigate and report back.” Her fair neck flushed. “We can trap them later on,” she explained to the other young mothers. “After the children are gone.” “We won’t be here in the winter,” whispered Charlotte. “Perhaps the town could do it,” murmured Adelaide. “They could get a permit or something. Or maybe old Mr. Bascomb could trap them.”


  The eyes met again, and dispersed to the moving boat. “Much the best,” said Charlotte, settling down to a backstroke and thereby closing the subject.


  The Hounds of Summer


  


  THE VILLAGE had an inn with thirteen rooms, running water, and a bath for general use, two boarding houses, a post office, two dark provisions stores, an open-air vegetable stand, a meat market, a bakery, a fish store, a milk store, a drygoods store, and a newsstand which sold soap flakes, toilet paper, stamps, Italian cigarettes, matches, and the provincial edition of the Nazione of Florence, supplemented for the summer trade by the Corriere della Sera, La Stampa, and Il Giorno. There was a pay telephone in a booth at the inn, and this posto pubblico was the only telephone in Porto Quaglia, except for the doctor’s, so they said. Telegrams came down by bicycle from the hill town of Acquafredda, where there was a telegraph office, a municipio, and a police station. There was only one frigidaire, they said, in Porto Quaglia, not counting the one in the inn, and one bathroom with hot water. There was no cream to be bought in the dairy store, and the milk had to be boiled. The dentist drove over from Sarzana, the nearest market town, to pull teeth in the patient’s parlor or kitchen, and in summer he brought along his bathing suit, to get double value from the trip: there were cabine to rent at the public beach, and a small bar selling coffee, Campari soda, gelati in paper cups, bottled fruit juice, and vermouth. In short, the village was poor. The villagers spoke an ugly Italian and many of them had lost most of their teeth. The older women wore dark-blue dotted cotton house dresses and had hair of that peculiar iron gray found among poor Italians and suggestive of rust and mold.


  It was a fishing village, un petit hameau de pêcheurs, un piccolo villaggio di pescatori. That was how those who went there for their vacations found themselves describing it to their hairdressers, manicurists, pedicurists, concierges, postmen, train and air companions en route from London, Rome, Paris, Milan. True or false?


  True because Porto Quaglia was in fact populated by fishermen whose thin brown nets like hair nets were spread out to dry in the sun behind the whitewashed houses, and there was no other industry in the village except for the desultory transport of marble from the nearby mountains above Carrara, which was carried out in boats and barges equipped with giant cranes, grappling hooks, pulleys, and winches that appeared to spend the whole month of August toiling to dump five or six blocks of gray stone on the waterfront and then reload them in a Sisyphean labor. Porto Quaglia’s little harbor had once had a fleet of sailing vessels that carried marble from Carrara as far as Marseille, but then Carrara had built its own harbor at Marina di Carrara, and the sons of the Porto Quaglia mariners became barmen on the United States and Italian Lines. At any rate, Porto Quaglia today was simply a fishing village, and yet to say so to your manicurist or your B.B.C. producer was a lie.


  Partly because the words “hameau de pêcheurs,” et cetera, implied something colorful—a picturesque fishing fleet heavy with dragging nets like dark bridal veils; orange sails, red sails, yellow sails, marked with crescents and suns; bright-blue boats with an eye painted on the prow pulled up on the beach; old men mending their gear. A few old men did occasionally mend their gear but not where they could be observed; there were no sails except the white ones of small pleasure boats; and it was rare to see a fishing trawler, even on the horizon. The prized local catch was muggine—a special kind of white mullet, they said, that lived only in the tidal reaches of the bamboo-fringed River Quaglia, on which the village bordered. Yet muggine was hardly ever to be found in pescheria, which sold chiefly sole and red mullet that were suspected of coming from somewhere else along the coast. Fishing, such as it was, was practiced secretively as a rule. At night sometimes you would hear a lone rowboat push off from a wooden landing, then the plash of oars or the sound of an outboard motor. In the dead stillness of noon, you would see a man or a boy standing in a rowboat casting a white furled hand net into the river with a beautiful circling, swooping motion; this net was called “the hawk” and it struck into the glassy green water like a gauzy bird of prey. But often the man proved to be the doctor from Carrara in white duck trousers, who had learned the hawk in middle age; he was the “other” doctor, married into the local hill gentry, and had a tennis court, a telephone, a frigidaire, and at least one bath with hot water, which were never counted in the inventory, probably because he was not counted, out of courtesy to the indigenous doctor, who had a monopoly on the sick of Porto Quaglia. The boy in the rowboat with the net was always the same boy; he cast it again and again without catching anything, giving a tranced sense of time suspended like the black cranes groping for the gray marble.


  Yet the fact that Porto Quaglia did not conform to a touristic image of a fishing village was not exactly the reason for the feeling that the description was false. Had it looked like Collioure or Concarneau or Chioggia or Provincetown, there still would have been something wrong—indeed wronger. The inauthenticity of the description lay in the describers. That is, if a native of Porto Quaglia described his home as a fishing village, he would be telling the truth, but in the mouth of, say, a Milanese publisher these words became horribly fraudulent. To a local fisherman Porto Quaglia was self-evidently a fishing village, but to a Milanese publisher it was “un piccolo villaggio di pescatori.” Those quotation marks, which sprang up around the words quite without the publisher’s volition, were the source of all the trouble.


  Similarly with the word “unspoiled.” It was true that Porto Quaglia was not yet spoiled, comparatively speaking, yet only a very unaware summer visitor, perhaps an Englishwoman, would try saying this to a native, whose whole interest lay in having it spoiled as fast as possible. There is something suspect in a laudatory remark that cannot be made in the presence of those being lauded. “Unspoiled,” moreover, had grown those quotation marks as the old women in Porto Quaglia grew tufts of iron-gray whiskers. But how else would you describe Porto Quaglia, without going into detail, except as a fishing village on the Ligurian coast that had not yet been completely spoiled by tourists?


  This was the first slight embarrassment for the kind of person who came to Porto Quaglia—the difficulty of stating, in brief form, where he was going without making it sound like the kind of place that would attract someone quite different from himself—say, an editress of Vogue or another Milanese publisher. It was no solution to reply “I’m going to Porto Quaglia,” for this led to “Where is Porto Quaglia?” and “Should I know about it?,” all of which ended in a description of P. Q. as a simple fishing village on the Ligurian coast.


  The only remedy, it was decided at lunch at the Buonsantis’ (he was a tall bald Italian employed at UNESCO in Paris; she was small and French and translated philosophic and economic texts), would be for Porto Quaglia to be “put on the map,” like Portofino or Portovenere or Port Said. But if your concierge or your hairdresser already knew about Porto Quaglia, so that the mere name produced a ready-made description like a pop-up toaster, then the reason for going there would have vanished. The reason for going there was that nobody knew about it. But of course everybody wants to go to a place no one knows about (except those in the know), though for varying motives, which is why the words “simple fishing village” have been as abused as a pinewoods in which there is now a Camping. Those who, like the Buonsantis and their guests, had been attracted to Porto Quaglia by the absence of yachts, luxury hotels, motorboats, water skiers, skin divers, golf, casinos, shops, cocktail lounges, night clubs, sports cars, and other amenities were refugees from a banal summer life, but it was impossible, they agreed, to escape from a cliché of action without being stamped with a cliché of speech, like an exit permit. The world will allow you to go to Porto Quaglia as long as it has Porto Quaglia’s “number.”


  Fifteen people, the usual complement, were eating lunch at a long table under a trellis covered with trumpet vines in the Buonsantis’ garden, which looked out onto the main street and the river, where a few masts of small boats could be seen. The garden contained a flagged terrace of varicolored marbles, a grape arbor, a sour-cherry tree, some trampled lawn, two large ornamental palms, and two Christmas trees, symmetrically planted. There was also a “fantasy” table, made of stone in the shape of a large mushroom and surrounded by little painted stone toadstools. On the balcony rail of the apartment above, facing the river, hung some striped towels and damp bathing suits. In the green midday shimmer the luncheon party, which was still peeling figs and drinking wine, resembled a scene by Renoir, the more so because they were speaking French. French was the prevailing language among the summer people at Porto Quaglia, who were known to the natives as “i francesi,” whatever their nationality. Today the group included Mme. Buonsanti’s father, the two Buonsanti children, a French engineer, his wife—a child psychologist—and their three children, a Roman editor and his wife, a Livornese professor of history on loan to Columbia University, and an American journalist and his wife, who were staying at the inn. Three bicycles, a surf mattress, and a rubber boat leaned against the wall of the house, and some beach chairs were sprawled near the table; the double doors were open into the principal room of the Buonsantis’ apartment, where a great many straw hats were piled on top of the sideboard and a chessboard was set up for play on the glass-covered dining table. More “French” kept arriving and pulling up chairs. The women and girls were wearing summer cotton dresses, and the men striped jerseys with khaki shorts or long blue or white canvas trousers. They were still discussing what to call Porto Quaglia.


  “You French are so frightfully analytical,” said an English labor lawyer, who was opposed to what he called “blood sports” and had appeared at the end of lunch, in cleated shoes and with a sweater tied round his hips, to take the Buonsanti children on a mountain hike. “My wife and I don’t find it at all embarrassing to say we’re going to a fishing village. I mean, why not face facts?” He then translated his remarks into French.


  “If you faced facts,” said the Roman editor tartly, “you would say you were going to a summer resort.”


  “Une petite station balnéaire,” agreed Mme. Buonsanti, laughing.


  “Plage modeste,” added her husband.


  Everyone laughed, thinking of the dusty town beach where none of the “francesi” swam except when the sea was rough and a boat could not land at the White Rock or Raven Point or one of the many coves and grottoes farther up the coast. One reason that Porto Quaglia remained “unspoiled” was that the snobbish casual tourist saw only the plage modeste at the end of the village and immediately turned his Alfa Romeo around and shot off to Lerici or Forte dei Marmi. To sit in the café outside the inn and watch this happen while eating an ice-cream cone was one of the children’s amusements on dull mornings when the boats had not yet come to take them bathing and the family outboard motor was “en panne.”


  The White Rock was the chief lure and secret beauty of Porto Quaglia. Parties of bathers were taken there every morning by the fishermen in little yawls with inboard motors; informal excursions ran several times before noon from the pier in front of the inn, and regular passengers were picked up at the rickety little wooden landings along the river, off the single main street. Starting at ten o’clock, cries began to ring out from the bank as the fishing boats with little triangular colored flags in their rigging were sighted. “Pierino!” “Paolo!” “Romeo!” “Venga, venga!” Or “Wait, wait! I am coming. Aspetti! Wait for me, Pierino!” Or “Jean, où est Jean? Où est le matelas?” “Irene, have you got the basket?” “My glasses! I forgot my glasses!” “Carlo! Dov’ è il tuo cappello?” “Dov’ è Michel? Où est Marc?” “Son già partiti? Con Romeo?” With thermos bottles of cold water, baskets of cheese and fruit, baskets and bags of bathing equipment, with surf mattresses, pails and shovels, yellow and red and white and blue inflated tubes, beach umbrellas, nets containing books and newspapers, the boats were finally packed and headed for the White Rock. Fifteen minutes later, the landing was accomplished, the older children swimming to shore and returning like a school of fish to hover alongside and seize the bags and baskets as they were lifted over the bow and offer a hand to the women in their dresses and beach gowns as they climbed down the unsteady ladder, while the men, having leapt to shore, formed a human chain along which the younger children were passed. Nearly every day someone or something fell overboard in the excitement of landing: a straw hat, a book, a pair of glasses, shoes, a middle-aged newcomer—or all of these together in one parcel. This had happened yesterday morning to the whiskered American journalist, thought by the children to resemble Uncle Sam, and François, the twelve-year-old Buonsanti boy, had jubilantly taken a picture of it with his new camera.


  Starting at one o’clock, the boats reappeared at the White Rock, at Raven Point, at the various scogli and small pebbly beaches, to bring the bathers back for lunch. Naturally, irritations sprang up from time to time between the boatmen or between the boatmen and the passengers, who would complain that Romeo or Paolo had forgotten them and taken a party of new people in preference. But those who were left behind on the jetty would always appear at Rocca Bianca, rowed by an old man or a little boy, and some came in the old man’s rowboat by preference, disapproving of the motor sailboats and the oil they spread on the water. Some of the young people came by threes and fours in rowboats rented for the summer or given them for Christmas or a birthday, and one family had an outboard motor. Sometimes the older children, in pairs or accompanied by François in his rowboat, would swim back to Porto Quaglia and arrive late and panting for lunch, or they would walk back in a party over the marble cliffs, though this was considered dangerous by their parents.


  The White Rock was really a mass of rocks and cliffs of pure milk-white marble that formed a towering point jutting into the sea. Above it, on a steep mountain flank, grew ilex and pine and wild olive trees. The water around it was a pale green and exceptionally clear. If you swam way out beyond your depth you could still look down to the white marble shelving that extended along the sea floor like a vast bath for sea horses or Tritons. Along the shore it formed deep caves. The sea at this point was seldom quiet and gave the impression of washing itself, like laundry, by beating against the rock and rinsing itself as it ran in and out of the cool caves. Blue-green and violet marbles were not uncommon along this stretch of coast, but white was freakish; it was as though a vein of sculptor’s marble had escaped from its mountain prison miles off in the Apuan Alps and raced underground to burst into the sea in a great release of energy, so that this marine spot was like an inchoate museum or temple or workshop haunted by glistening forebodings or polished memories of statuary—nymphs and dolphins and Venuses rising from the spray. For some reason, doubtless connected with the marble, the water here and in the nearby coves was cooler than is usual in the Mediterranean, and there were no jellyfish.


  Farther along, at the beach called Raven Point and at the lonely beach called Judgment Day by the summer people, because it looked like the scene of a Tintoretto “Last Judgment,” there were mussels and purple sea urchins clinging to the dark rocks. The children collected them; the men opened them with pocket knives, and the bathers shared them at midday, along with the cheese, figs, grapes, pears, peaches brought in the individual baskets, to stave off hunger, before Pierino or Romeo or Paolo came to take everyone home for a two-o’clock lunch. Like a backdrop to this watery, summery scene bobbing with small craft and bright swimming tubes, the Carrara mountains came into view as the boats rounded into Porto Quaglia’s harbor—pale brown, like canvas, in the blue distance, patched with what appeared to be snow fields, streaked with crevasses and awesome glaciers, all made of white marble—a realm of Titans, Michelangelo Land. In the intermediate distance, in the green-forested hills above the Quaglia, were belfried Tuscan hill towns that caught the gold of the afternoon sun in their medieval clocks, towers, and ramparts. It was like an illustrated history lesson: the children’s eyes travelled thoughtfully from the remote white fissures of the quarries, which had been opened in Roman times, down to picture-book Castelnuovo, where Dante had stayed, down to the stone artillery nests, so near you could almost touch them, that the Germans had made in the last war.


  Except on Sundays, when trippers came from Sarzana and Acquafredda, the “French” usually had the White Rock to themselves, and the strangers, principally English, who from time to time “discovered” Rocca Bianca while staying at the inn or in a pensione, were adopted by the “French,” offered fruit and cheese, the loan of a child’s pail or surf mattress, invited to play chess in the evenings or join in political discussions in the café outside the inn. The English, henceforth known as “francesi” to the boatmen and shopkeepers, reciprocated with ice creams, lifts to Sarzana or Marina di Massa for shopping, invitations to drive to Lucca or Pisa. Sometimes, when the “French” went to Raven Point or Judgment Day, a smart motorboat with water skis would come whizzing up from Lerici, disgorging Roman writers, society women, publishers, who were staying at the Hotel Doria or the Hotel Byron or the Hotel Shelley e delle Palme. A different world, as different as the blue Lerici waters from the green waters of Porto Quaglia, a world of palms, villas, and esplanades, but this world too was accommodated. Joint dinners were arranged at a mountain inn known for its prosciutto and sheep cheese or else in the port of Lerici, where the guests would eat spaghetti alle vongole or plates of datteri, those brown polished date-shaped mussels that grew only on the soft stone of Portovenere, where they were said to burrow holes like cliff swallows. Or the Roman writers and publishers would come to dinner at the inn at Porto Quaglia, telephoning ahead of time to the posto pubblico to order muggine ai ferri and to recommend that the waiters wear jackets. But the boy waiters in the inn at Porto Quaglia did not have jackets; the only smartening up they could do was to roll down their shirtsleeves and take the pencil from behind their ear. “Un piccolo villaggio di pescatori,” the host at dinner would explain to the troop he had brought with him, bestowing a tender, fatherly smile on the café where the “French” were playing chess as if nothing had happened.


  There was no fear that these Romans would “discover” Porto Quaglia, for they believed they already knew it, like the inside of their pocket. Still, word was getting around, as Mike, the American journalist, was saying to Hélène Buonsanti, lowering his voice slightly, as though passing on a piece of confidential information.


  “Qu’est-ce qu’il dit, maman?” said Laure, the fourteen-year-old Buonsanti girl alertly. All the children were on the qui vive for any threat to their summer home, and they understood by instinct when it was being talked about, even in a foreign tongue.


  Mme. Buonsanti’s father, Dr. Bernheim, shook his gray head and checked his granddaughter with his eyes, which were generally half closed, as if inattentive, like the ear of a confessor. His lids now dropped again, and his hand cradled his chin, but the tilt of his head betrayed the fact that he was following closely what the American said.


  “Yep,” continued Mike, “the word’s getting around, I’m afraid, Hélène.” He coughed and moved his chair closer to his little hostess, still talking under his breath, but since he was in the habit of raising his voice when speaking English to a foreigner, the effect was of an arresting stage whisper. Everyone at the table turned to listen. “I read about it in New York,” he shouted, sotto-voce. “Last winter. In Harper’s Bazaar. A highbrow fashion magazine. They said Porto Quaglia was where the French left-wing intellectuals went for the summer.”


  “How stupid!” said Hélène Buonsanti coldly. “The French left-wing intellectuals! Ecoute, Arturo. Figure-toi.”


  “Mais c’est vrai, maman!” said Laure. “C’est vrai, maman,” said François, grinning. “C’est vrai, n’est-ce pas, Catherine?” He turned his bright, demure black eyes to the engineer’s oldest daughter, who was fifteen and humorless.


  “Tais-toi, François!” flashed his mother. The children made fun of spectacled Catherine, because in her lycée she had organized a circle of Filles des Obscurs Intellectuels de Gauche. “C’est dégoutant,” Hélène burst out, banging her fist on the table.


  “Why does it make her so mad?” demanded Mike, of the table at large. “Why does it make your daughter so mad?” he added, shouting at the doctor.


  Hélène calmed herself. “It is the same as ‘fishing village,’ ” she explained in her slow English. “It is true when the children say that we here are intellectuals of the left. But if someone says it in a fashion magazine it is a silly lie.”


  Arturo Buonsanti was laughing. “Mais c’est merveilleux!” he cried. “Eh, Hélène? Next summer when your hairdresser asks you where you are going for your vacation, you can answer that naturally you are going where the French intellectuals of the left go.”


  “Et les juifs, et les juifs, papa!” chanted Laure, jumping up from her place and putting her arms around her father’s neck. A few days before, someone had noticed that the greater part of the summer people were either Jewish, half Jewish, a quarter Jewish, or, like Arturo Buonsanti, married to someone Jewish. This trouvaille still enchanted the children, like a meadow full of four-leaf clovers. “Pauvre papa,” murmured Laure, hugging him. “Tu n’es pas juif; mais moi, je le suis!”


  Arturo Buonsanti was chuckling. “Modeste station balnéaire, très frequentée par les juifs.”


  “Oh, I say,” protested the British lawyer, “that would be liable to misinterpretation, wouldn’t it?”


  “Gives the wrong picture, I agree,” said Mike. “Sort of a Miami Beach.” He laughed nervously. Both he and the Englishman were embarrassed by the children’s freedom with the “racial” topic, which their parents seemed positively to encourage, like premature talk about sex. Mike, in particular, had an uneasy notion that he was being led on by this permissive atmosphere into making what might sound (to Jews) like an anti-Semitic remark. The other day at the café, for instance, they had teased him without mercy because he had refused to believe that everyone present was Jewish. “But you don’t look Jewish, any of you.”


  “Il cherche le nez,” François had murmured, watching the American stare at each face in turn.


  “Hey!” Mike had retorted. “Vous avez tort, mon garçon. J’aime les juifs. I’m not Jewish, but my wife is. Aren’t you, darling?” The children had burst into giggles. They loved to tease Mike, because he was good-humored, said “vous” to them, and was exactly like their idea of an American. Even Catherine had asked him gravely whether all Americans ate with their feet on the table—she had seen it in the films. So that now, when Catherine and her cronies passed him eating breakfast at the café, he would quickly put his feet on the table and, for good measure, his spoon in his coffee cup, to the amazement of the waiters, whom he tried to include in the joke with a series of broad winks. The result of this charade was that Elisabeth, another American, who lived above the Buonsantis, was asked by the innkeeper whether all Americans ate with their feet on the table.


  Mike’s wife failed to find the story amusing. She was irritated by these nonchalant and observant children, whom she had overheard chiming “Don’t you think so, darling?” in what she uncomfortably recognized as her husband’s voice. It was obvious, she told Mike, that these European children had been indoctrinated with anti-Americanism. Their good manners offended her too—always “Bonjour, Monsieur,” “Bonjour, Madame,” instead of “Hi, Mike,” “Hi, Irene,” the way she was used to in America. She was touchy about being American and touchy about being Jewish. She had a rather large nose, which she was touchy about too. “That little boy,” she said, “was making fun of my beak.” She could speak quite coarsely when she wished to. “ ‘Il cherche le nez.’ ”


  Mike shook his head. “No, no,” he said. “He was riding me. As a matter of fact, honey, when he caught me I was looking for the nose. I have to admit it.”


  Irene resented Porto Quaglia. She was sorry she had ever saved that clipping from Harper’s Bazaar. It was not a real fishing village; there were no real intellectuals, like Sartre or Françoise Sagan; there was nothing to buy; and though they had been here only a short time, she was pressing Mike to go to Ischia. “I like it here,” Mike kept repeating, but Irene’s dissatisfaction was slowly convincing him; like an echo, he too began to criticize the pensione at the inn: spaghetti twice a day and fish with too many bones in it.


  “Vous n’aimez pas la nourriture italienne,” Hélène Buonsanti said kindly to Irene. She meant, Irene retorted, that Americans only liked steak and fried potatoes. “Mais non,” Hélène protested, determined to make peace. “Le steak et les frites sont tout à fait français.”


  Mike interposed that no one liked Italian cooking better than he and Irene, but why couldn’t they get real filet of sole at the inn? “Without bones,” he emphasized. Hélène had had her cook fillet the soles for lunch, over the objections of Arturo, who said that they would be flavorless. Mike was a popular figure, and everyone saw regretfully what was happening. To please his wife, he would soon have to leave Porto Quaglia, and he was foxily seeking a reason for leaving without regrets. Yet no one at the table was prepared for the undercurrent of antagonism that had made itself felt, like a sudden cold tug, just now, at the end of lunch, when he began playing with the notion that Porto Quaglia’s days were numbered. “Yes, Hélène,” he went on easily, “it’s just a question of time, I’m afraid. Une question de temps. Irene and I went exploring this morning. We got a boy to row us across to that big beach on the other side of the river.”


  A look of understanding passed along the table. “Lo spiaggione,” whispered a pretty girl to a young architect from Turin. “Parla dello spiaggione.” “La grande plage, grand-papa,” said Laure to Dr. Bernheim. “Oui, mon enfant. J’ai compris,” said the doctor, nodding sadly.


  “Quelle horreur!” said Mike. “Wasn’t it, darling? Ruinée, eh, Arturo? Kaput!”


  The host, who resembled a sage because of his prematurely bald head, knitted his brows and agreed. “J’ai raison, eh?” said Mike, looking around him. No one dissented. Until the previous year they had been in the habit of going across the Quaglia and walking half a mile down a path through a thicket of bamboo to lo spiaggione—a big wild sandy beach on the other side, on the open Mediterranean, where there were rollers to ride and where the children could build sand castles. This had been a regular alternate to the White Rock. But the tide of humanity coming up the coast from Viareggio, with its flotsam of night clubs, cheap hotels, neon-lit seafood restaurants, had finally overtaken Punta Sabbia, as the settlement across the river was called, and a Camping that had been planted there two years ago was literally the last straw. The grande plage was now covered with straw huts, bamboo huts, loose straw, tents, candy wrappers, ice-cream cartons, rusty cans, broken bottles, old automobile tires, watermelon rinds, not to mention the lengthening row of cabine and rented umbrellas; to reach the water in many places it was necessary to pick one’s way through refuse and human bodies as in a game of stepping stones. The advent of the campers, moreover, had created a serious sanitary problem, and the refuse had bred flies and mosquitoes. This summer only the children had been across to the big beach; the grownups did not speak of it any more, as if it were someone who had died in a horrible way or lived on upstairs in a special room like an insane relation in the last century. The grande plage, which had been an essential feature of the Porto Quaglia agenda, like the yearly boat trip to Portovenere or the climb up Monte Morello, was steadfastly ignored. No one cared even to remember the indignant meetings of the summer before last, when they had tried to save lo spiaggione: the open letter to the mayor of Acquafredda protesting the sanitary conditions on the other side of the river, the manifesto to the Belle Arti at La Spezia calling attention to the despoilment of the bamboo and the pineta, the photographs of Before and After they had sent to Il Mondo and Italia Nostra. The ruin of the spiaggione was accepted, and there were those who, last summer, had claimed to see a virtue in the necessity, pointing out that what had happened on the other side would be a lesson to the elements in Porto Quaglia that wanted to see it “developed.” Mass tourism, they declared, could not be stopped; the hope was to divert it, and Punta Sabbia ought to be welcomed as a human garbage dump, where all the undesirables collected in one place, without any compulsion being exercised but according to a kind of natural zoning law. This summer, though, these arguments, once half persuasive, had been put away regretfully, like last year’s faded bathing suits and rusted bathing caps; they did not seem to fit any more.


  “Mais c’est tout à fait différent!” said the Roman editor sharply, breaking the gloomy silence that had fallen on the table. “The spiaggione is sand, good for pitching tents. Here we are on rock and stones.”


  “ ‘It can’t happen here,’ eh?” said Mike.


  “But, Francesco, what about the new Camping at the bivio?” gently put in the editor’s wife. This was a very small Camping, of only a few tents, at the fork two miles away where the road from Sarzana divided, the main branch going south toward Carrara and a long spur following the river to Porto Quaglia, where it ended.


  “It is at the bivio,” her husband said impatiently. “They do not come here to swim; they go to Punta Sabbia.” And he went on to reiterate his theory that Porto Quaglia could not be “developed” because it was not on a through road. “People looking for pleasure don’t like to be at a dead end. They are afraid of being bottled up. They are restless. Everyone today is restless—especially the Italians.” This theory, which he had been propounding for five years with increasing conviction, served as usual to pacify the doubters; his disgust with the tendency of modern life, familiar to readers of his editorials, made him all the more credible as a forecaster—an optimist they would not have relied on. In the same way, the whole community, including the children, trusted him as a weather prophet because he distrusted the weather.


  Just then, down the marble walk under the grape arbor, came the Irish poet Frank O’Hare. He was a big pale deep-chested man with a fringe of gray hair, the night owl of Porto Quaglia; he rented a house from a fisherman, never swam or sunned, and was seldom seen in daylight, though he was generally dressed only in bathing trunks, as he was now. To see him saunter down the walk in broad afternoon was a sign of trouble, as though an evening bat had flitted across the palm trees; if he came by day, it was to “have a word” with Dr. Bernheim, and everyone now jumped to the conclusion that his pregnant wife or one of his five children must be “under the weather” again. But he wore a large smile and carried a chessboard. “I’ve come for a game with Arturo,” he explained, shaking hands all around and accepting a glass of whiskey, which Hélène had run into the house to procure. O’Hare was the chess champion of Porto Quaglia—a title he held from having beaten Hélène’s father three out of five at the end of the previous summer. This was only his second year at Porto Quaglia; he spoke no French and hardly a word of Italian, but he was extremely sociable and knew all the gossip of the village, which he picked up at the “pub” over a glass of beer (he did not drink wine) and from his private sources among the fishermen and maids. “Have ye heard the news?” he said now, and at once everyone guessed that this was the reason for his visit. “The Germans have discovered Porto Quaglia.”


  A long cry of dismay went up in the garden. O’Hare raised a hand to hush it. This morning, he went on, folding his arms, he had gone into Sarzana to get some medicine for Sean, whose foot was infected again (“I’d like a word with you later, if I may, Doctor.” “Papa—” “Oui, ma fille, j’ai compris”), and while he was there he had stopped in at the travel agency, where they sold the bus tickets, to pass the time of day. There he had found a young German pair inquiring for a purse the girl had left on a bus from La Spezia; the long and short of it was that he had acted as translator for them (the boy had a little English) and had asked them, by the bye, what they were doing in Sarzana. They told him that a tourist bureau in Frankfurt had recommended Porto Quaglia.


  “Oh, là là!” said Arturo Buonsanti. “Oh, là là!” said the engineer. “Oh, là là!” cried all the children.


  “Qu’est-ce qui se passe?” called a woman’s voice with an American accent from the balcony above.


  “C’est les Allemands, Elisabeth!” shouted the children. “Ils sont à Sarzana. Ils ont découvert Porto Quaglia.” A shriek answered.


  The Buonsantis’ cook, Anna, rushed out from the kitchen. “Cosa, signora? Cosa?”


  “I tedeschi, Anna,” said Hélène. “Son arrivati qui.”


  Anna shielded her eyes and peered out to the street, along the green tunnel of the arbor. “Dove? Dove sono, professore?” She turned to Arturo. “All’ albergo?”


  Arturo reassured her. “Non è vero, Anna. Almeno è un po’ esagerato.” But he too, behind his smile, was very much taken aback. “Oh, là là!” he repeated to himself.


  Down the outside staircase trooped the families who rented the second-story apartments—Mme. Brée, wakened from her after-lunch nap, was wearing a frilly cotton dressing gown, and her children’s hair was tousled. Fat Margherita from the house next door, who took boarders, appeared in a parting of the hedge; from the house behind, young Dr. Livio, from Rome, came buttoning his white shirt. Little Anne, the engineer’s youngest, hopped on a bicycle to go tell her friend Suzanne down the street. O’Hare stood clasping an oar and embroidering the tale for the group clustered around him while Hélène and Elisabeth, the American, acted as interpreters.


  “You’d think it was an air-raid alarm,” said Mike, guffawing.


  “They were here in these hills,” replied the professor of history, chidingly. He nodded his head at the green hills behind the house. “In ’44. Fighting the Partisans, who were hiding in the woods on Monte Morello. Anna remembers.”


  “That was a tragedy,” said the Roman editor. “This is farce.”


  Mike’s wife interrupted. “Those people in Sarzana—were they West Germans or East Germans?” “West, of course,” said the editor irritably. “They are from Frankfurt.” “I don’t think we should be prejudiced against the West Germans,” declared Irene in a virtuous tone.


  “I quite agree,” said the British lawyer. “I bear no prejudice against the present generation of Germans—West or East. I loathe prejudice of any kind. As I loathe blood sports. That’s the thing I hold against your lamented compatriot, Hemingway—” “Sh-h-h,” Mike said to him. “I want to hear this.”


  “They won’t be coming here after all,” O’Hare was saying. “They’ll wait for the purse to turn up and then go on to Pisa.”


  The lawyer frowned suspiciously, hearing a note of mischief in the poet’s bland tone. “What did you tell them about Porto Quaglia?”


  O’Hare grinned. “Well, I painted the picture a bit black, you might say. They asked about the bathing, and of course I was bound to tell them that I’d been here a month and hadn’t had a bathe yet. Not so much as a sunbathe.” A gleeful laugh rang out. The Irishman’s white torso and limbs were not a testimonial to Porto Quaglia as a summer resort, and the others began to joke about posting him at the bivio as a deterrent, like a quarantine sign.


  “Very funny,” said the editor tartly. “It would be very amusing no doubt to see O’Hare turning back the Huns. A Ste.-Geneviève at the gates of Paris—perhaps our poet can be canonized. But it is not a joke, what he has told us. Porto Quaglia is on a tourist map of Italy published in Germany as a vacation guide!”


  The poet nodded. “I saw it. With my own two eyes. Porto Quaglia is there, big as life, with a star.”


  “But how?” cried the pretty girl, who was the daughter of the history professor. “It is not even on the Esso map. How did the Germans find out about it?”


  “They have their ways,” said her father darkly, at which everyone burst out laughing.


  “Ils ont leurs espions!” cried the children delightedly.


  And now it was remembered that a pair of fat middle-aged blond strangers had been seen one day the previous summer on the marble rocks at Rocca Bianca, but though they had been heard to speak German, they had been given the benefit of the doubt, for they might have been refugees. And only a few weeks before, Anna the cook had brought the news that Germans had been reported in the new Camping at the bivio. But two possible Germans on the rocks, two more in a Camping had not been seen as significant; now these isolated cases suddenly “made sense,” like the first seemingly unrelated deaths in what would prove to be the outbreak of an epidemic. There had always (that is, for several years) been Germans across the river, which the poet had one night fancifully compared to the Rhine, with the Germans on one side and the French on the other. But now, it seemed, scouts had crossed the frontier, and an invasion was beginning against which Porto Quaglia was defenseless. The French would be mowed down as by a Panzer division. The local inconveniences that had protected Porto Quaglia from prosperous Italians and Americans would make no difference to the Germans, who never seemed to take baths while travelling and were not particular about iced drinks. Porto Quaglia, in fact, would yield without a murmur to the German soul, which vacationed with quotation marks in its rucksack ready to fasten around “ein kleines Fischerdorf.”


  “Ja, ja, wunderschön!” savagely mimicked François in his cracking voice, hoarse as a crow’s from the onset of puberty.


  The grownups nodded. They agreed that it was just a question of time till the dread signs “Zimmer” would be posted outside the homes of the simple fisherfolk of Porto Quaglia. “Zimmer und Frühstück,” “Lebensmittel”—they had seen these signs move up the coast, as though the Angel of Death had passed by marking the villages, one by one, for liquidation.


  Mike’s wife spoke up. “I think you’re setting your kids a very bad example. You should teach them to judge Germans as individuals.” Hélène whirled around. “Do they come here as individuals or as a mass? With a map from headquarters like an army? Do you meet German tourists as individuals or in busloads?”


  “Écoute, Hélène,” chided her husband. “Frank vient de rencontrer deux individus à Sarzana.”


  “The first swallows, though,” observed O’Hare. “We’ve got them in Killarney—all the old Nazi boyos. The new landed gentry. Hitler’s chief of protocol. They’ve closed off the beaches to the Irish poor.”


  “Tu vois?” exclaimed Hélène.


  “Franchement, je les déteste,” said the engineer’s wife calmly. “If Germans come here, I will not come back.”


  “Do you mean that seriously?” asked Mike. “You mean if one German comes here you won’t come back? Supposing Mayor Brandt comes here next year for his vacation?”


  “Soyez sérieux, Mike,” interposed Arturo. “Mayor Brandt is not the question. Vous le savez bien. Nous parlons du touriste moyen. The ordinary tourist.”


  “Let them go to Pisa!” burst out Hélène. “Let them go to Florence! Là il y a l’histoire, les monuments! L’histoire, les monuments appartiennent à tout le monde. To everybody. Mais Porto Quaglia nous appartient à nous.”


  “So it belongs to you. How interesting,” said the British lawyer in a courtroom manner. “I should think it belonged to the fishing people.”


  “It belongs to the fishing people first,” said Hélène. “Next it belongs to us.” “By what right?” said the lawyer. “By the right of use,” said Hélène. “Is that not a right in English law? We have been coming here now for ten years; our children have grown up here. We have rights here; we belong here. Why should Germans come and push us aside? As they do always in queues. I have seen them in Paris. Because I am small, they try to push me aside.”


  “You should see them in Killarney,” eagerly put in the poet, and everyone began to recount some personal experience of German effrontery.


  The lawyer raised his voice. “And if the fishing people want their trade? Will you forbid Pierino or Romeo to take them to Rocca Bianca? Perhaps you’d like to institute some racial laws here to prevent that?” “Hear, hear!” said Irene.


  Hélène raised her small tanned face anxiously to her tall husband. “Aide-moi, Arturo.”


  “Il a raison, Hélène,” Arturo said mildly. “Sur le plan légal.”


  “Hell,” said Mike suddenly. “Can’t Hélène say what she thinks about German tourists without being attacked as a racist? I’m on her side. Lafayette, we are here!” He laughed at his own weak joke to break the tension.


  Spots of color appeared in the Englishman’s cheeks; he and Mike were not congenial, having already had disputes about prizefights and the execution of Caryl Chessman. “And what about the Americans?” he said to Hélène in a trembling voice. “Personally, if we must speak in these terms, I prefer the Germans to the Americans.”


  “No!” said Hélène, with violence. “The Americans do not come where they are not wanted. They are more sensitive, even the worst. They go where there are other Americans. To Harry’s Bar.”


  “What they do as tourists doesn’t interest me,” retorted the lawyer. “Unlike you, Mme. Buonsanti, I try to think politically. On that level, I can assure you, the Americans are not wanted in Europe. I can’t speak for the keepers of public houses, but I can promise you that the English people don’t want the sensitive Americans with their nuclear toys. Nor the Scots, nor the French, nor the Italians, nor even the Germans—if their governments consulted them. ‘Go home, Yankee,’ is what the Europeans really feel. Try talking to the fishing people here. If your American friends”—he glanced around him—“were sensitive, they’d clear out. No wonder the Germans are welcomed by the plain folk. At least there are no German military bases outside Germany!”


  Irene was the first to speak. “You can thank the Americans for that!” “I prefer to thank the Russians,” said the lawyer.


  “You are so rude,” said Hélène, wheeling on him, “that I would think you were probably a German. You look like a German.” Her blazing eyes surveyed his mountain-climbing costume. “I do not believe you are an Englishman.”


  “Ma fille,” said her father warningly. “Calme-toi.” And he rose, small and peaceable in his open-throated tan sports shirt, to put his arm around her and lead her to a chair. As he did so, they all saw the blue tattoo, like a laundry mark, on his plump sunburned forearm: his number at Auschwitz. Everyone drew a sharp breath. Nearly all of them had at least glimpsed it before—on the White Rock, while the doctor lay sunning, at table, during a chess session. But generally they tried not to look at it, even the smaller children, out of courtesy to the doctor, as if it were a deformity, and the doctor himself made this easier by his habitual meditative posture, chin sunk, arms folded on his lap. Now they stared at the number, at the lawyer, at Hélène.


  “Here,” said the Irish poet suddenly to the children, reaching into the pocket of his bathing trunks. “Go get yourselves ice creams.” He treated children to ice creams with the same absent abandon that he treated or tried to treat grownups to drinks. “Have a whiskey” or “Have an ice cream” was his customary greeting, according to age. But the children this time refused to budge; instead, the lawyer turned, picked up his stick, and marched down the walk without speaking.


  At once Hélène was remorseful. “J’ai trop bu à déjeuner,” she confessed.


  O’Hare and Arturo began to play chess at one end of the table, while the doctor watched; he had learned the game in Auschwitz. The children lingered round the table, as if feeling cheated at the way the discussion had been terminated by the unexpected appearance of Dr. Bernheim’s “number,” like a card produced from his sleeve. Everyone was silent, pursuing his own train of thought.


  “Tu l’as fait exprès, Maurice,” Arturo declared suddenly to his father-in-law, looking up from the board with a chuckle. “He did it on purpose, O’Hare.”


  “What?” said the poet.


  “Showing his number. To help his daughter.”


  The old man indicated a chess move with a silent finger. “Peut-être,” he said imperturbably.


  “You know, maman,” exclaimed Laure, raising her head, “I think you were right. I think he is a German.”


  “Mais oui, mais oui!” shouted François, his eyes sparkling. “Maman a parfaitement raison!” And the little boy assured them that the Englishman had paled when the word “spy” was mentioned. “C’est lui, j’en suis sûr, qui a dénoncé Porto Quaglia aux Allemands. Il a pâli, comme ça.” He gave a wild start, shuddered, and tried to make his small brown face blanch. The other children watched this performance agog. The adults, impressed for a minute by the boy’s conviction, quickly regained their balance. “Mais non, mais non!” they cried soothingly.


  “It’s just that he doesn’t like Americans, François,” Mike explained. “You can understand that, can’t you?” And he made a funny face. “He thinks they eat with their atom bombs on the table.”


  “What are you trying to cover up?” demanded Irene. “François is old enough to know that that man’s a Communist!”


  The “French” protruded their lower lips and doubtfully shrugged their brows; Arturo glanced up from the chessboard. “Je ne crois pas,” he said soberly.


  “La Voix de la Raison a parlé,” announced the editor, clapping his friend on the shoulder.


  “Mais en tout cas ce n’est pas une injure,” mildly pursued Arturo. And the others began to argue as to whether it was an insult to call a person a Communist.


  “Anyway, he’s not a Communist, honey,” said Mike, intervening. “It’s not that simple. He’s an overexcited unilateral disarmer.” “But why should that make him pro-German?” someone demanded. “Mais il n’était pas pro-Allemand,” objected someone else.


  The Irishman had been concentrating on the chessboard, ignoring the conversation. He captured a rook with his knight. “I’ll tell ye what it is,” he said abruptly, tilting back in his chair. “This fellow is a German who passed for English during the war years in England to keep on the good side of his neighbors. Get him to show ye his passport. I’ll wager he was born in Hamburg.”


  “C’est plutôt un juif Allemand qui s’est fait Anglais,” murmured the doctor. “Mais tu es fou, papa!” cried Hélène.


  “Favole!” said the editor. “You are telling each other fairy stories. The truth is simple. This Englishman would like to be unprejudiced, but he is not, unfortunately. Hélène would like to be prejudiced, but she is not, fortunately.” He rose to leave. “Meanwhile,” he added, with a grimace, “the real Germans are advancing.” Mike and Irene rose too.


  Irene approached Hélène. “I’m sorry I attacked you about the Germans coming here. I forgot about your father.”


  Hélène started to reply hotly, “Ce n’est pas à cause de mon père,” but then she gave it up, realizing that she could not explain in English to Irene what she felt toward these new Germans, and that if she were able to explain it in French, Irene would not understand, “Merci,” she said simply, instead.


  


  The summer, after this, was not the same. The only immediate consequence was that for a few days Hélène and the English lawyer stopped speaking when they met. But Hélène would not allow this to continue, for it would have ended in the creation of factions. There had never been factions in Porto Quaglia, and Hélène, therefore, when the time came, invited the lawyer and his family as usual to François’ birthday party—the great social event of the season, for which cakes were baked in Parma and sent over the mountains by bus. The English accepted, and the quarrel was patched up.


  The party was just like the parties of other years, except that it was too much like them—too defiant of change. The littlest girls dressed up in costumes representing, this year, the great sirens—the Queen of Sheba, Cleopatra, the Lorelei, Brigitte Bardot—and were made up by one of the painters; François shinned up a palm tree; everyone came, old and young, maids and nurses. As usual, the first goodbyes of the season were said, for François’ party was in the middle of August—after that, traditionally, the first departures took place. Yet the fact was these gay promises—“See you next year,” “All’ anno prossimo,” “À bientôt”—were tinged this year with uncertainty, wan like the flickering light of the Chinese lanterns hung from the trumpet vines and fir trees. Everyone looked at everyone else, wondering which would be the defector, which family would send postcards next year with “auguri” for François and love to everyone from Provence or Elba.


  From the day of O’Hare’s discovery, the “French” had been living in a state of apprehension, which they tried not to show to each other. The blue buses that came nearly every hour from Sarzana and La Spezia were covertly watched, and no one went into Sarzana without casting a supervisory glance over the main square, to note what strangers were about. At the sound of an unfamiliar horn along the road, walkers would stop to listen anxiously, expecting a big German tourist bus to appear around the next curve. The yearly expedition to Portovenere, which included a swim from the boat in a blue grotto and lunch outdoors on an island under a tree with a swing, was repeatedly postponed on various excuses, as though the “French” were afraid to leave Porto Quaglia unguarded, lest they come back and find it violated. None of these actions was planned; no one watched on purpose stationed in the café. It was just that now automatically even the chess players glanced up at the sound of a car or a bus braking, whereas before nobody had paid any attention unless waiting for a friend or a package. The effect of the alert was most noticeable on the children, who roamed about the village in bands, were reluctant to go blackberrying on Monte Morello, and swam in expeditionary forces beyond Raven Point to reconnoitre the coves and grottoes. As if enlisted by this esprit de corps, Mike and his wife had stayed on.


  The only person not privately on the watch for Germans was their herald, O’Hare, who again was invisible in the daytime and was said to be writing a verse play on Marlowe and the School of Night. And at night peace returned to Porto Quaglia. Just before dusk the old ladies, mothers of the Italians among the “French,” appeared on the road, walking with sticks, in pairs or leaning on the arm of a servant or a daughter-in-law. The emergence of le mamme, white-haired, talcum-dusted, woolly-shawled, like soft, powdery moths heading for the café, was the sign that traffic had stilled and Porto Quaglia was safe for the night; the buses had stopped running, and few cars passed. Across the river, the last rays of the sun, already hidden from the village behind Monte Morello, touched the windows of the golden hill towns, which sparkled and beaconed like fireflies or as though they had been turned into quartz or mica embedded in the green hills. After this, O’Hare, the owl, cruised into the café.


  At night Mamma Nature took possession of Porto Quaglia. After supper the children thronged up and down the waterfront picking out the stars, which seemed very near and bright. Sometimes the poet would join them in front of the café and teach them the English names—a game that caused much laughter, incredulity, and wonder. To think that what little Anne’s star book called the Great She Bear was known as the Big Dipper to the English, and La Chaise was Cassiopeia’s Chair.


  “There’s Orion’s Belt, Frankie,” O’Hare would say to François.


  “Ah oui, c’est Le Bâton de Jacob.”


  “Jacob’s Rod, is it?”


  “Mais non, c’est Les Trois Rois!”


  “Mais si,” Catherine would speak up. “Le Bâton de Jacob et Les Trois Rois sont la même constellation, n’est-ce pas, Monsieur O’Hare?”


  “Here’s a good one,” the poet would interject. “Do ye know what the English call Sirius? Orion’s Hound.” This pleased the children in the same way as penetrating the foreign disguises of the pieces on their fathers’ chessboard: was it true, they would ask the poet, that the English called the fou the “bishop”? And the Italians called him “l’alfiere.” The chessboard had its own constellations, said the Irishman, and the fixed moves of the pieces were like the fixed courses of the stars; it was a very old game—as old as the hills.


  When the children had gone to bed, the moonlit village was still, except for the faint sound of dance music coming from across the river, from the restaurant Il Pilota, near the house of Romeo, the boatman. The honky-tonk sound floating across the river seemed bathed in frontier innocence, and the menace of Punta Sabbia, just beyond, was reduced to the melody of an old jazz tune. In former years the “French” would have themselves rowed across on a Friday or a Saturday to dance, but now no one went, not even the young people, but the music still continued, as old as the hills itself, as if nothing had changed.


  In the daytime this illusion could not be maintained. The sighting of the Germans in Sarzana had served to call attention to a fact that had been half escaping notice: the White Rock was filling up with bathers. Each day there were new ones. Arriving in their boats, the “French” would discern dark figures, tiny in the distance in the white glare of the cliff, which made them look like people in an overexposed photograph; disembarking, the “French” would often find their places preempted: Dr. Bernheim’s special shady corner under an overhanging cliff, François’ lookout post on the highest rock, Hélène’s hollow. Another umbrella would be standing in the crevice where the engineer’s wife had always planted hers; in the cave where they were in the habit of changing they would find a fat man asleep or a couple embracing. Romeo, Pierino, and Paolo were continually chugging back and forth with strangers aboard whom they deposited—strangers from no one knew where, since they were not staying at the inn or at either of the two boarding houses. And as if this were not enough, new motorboats and even small cruisers began appearing from the other direction and discharging passengers.


  All these people, materializing seemingly from thin air, behaved as if they belonged here, as if they had “always” been coming to the White Rock, which they treated in cursory fashion, like a row of cabine with showers. They did not exclaim over the beauty of the spot but at once put on diving masks and flippers and began to swim. Or launched their children in tubes and themselves on surf mattresses. Or slung cameras round their necks and started photographing—“action” shots of a group splashing each other in the water. This matter-of-fact behavior and the way they ignored the “French,” who outnumbered them, gave the August mornings the quality of a dream sequence. It was as if the “French” collectively had become invisible; the others crossed by them, climbed over them, talked past them, as if they were not there at all in reality but were only figments of their own imagination. If they spoke, they felt they would be inaudible, like someone trying to shout in a dream, and in fact they became remarkably silent. Only their eyes spoke. Some of the strangers, who for the most part were extremely ugly, brought food with them and ate lunch at midday, scattering grape skins and peach pits and salami rind and crusts of bread on the marble and throwing empty Chinotto bottles into the sea. Large horseflies appeared on the White Rock. On the green water there was an iridescent film of gasoline.


  These strangers varied from day to day, but they did not have a marked individuality; rather, they seemed a species whose children, summoned in raucous authoritarian voices, were all named “Umberto” or “Massimo.” “They will go away after Ferragosto,” the editor prophesied, but the fifteenth of August passed and the shriek “Umberto!” “Massimo!” was still heard on the White Rock like the perpetual crying of gulls.


  And one day, at last, Germans came; Romeo had brought them from the Camping at Punta Sabbia. First there were two, then four, then a whole boatload, many of them middle-aged—the men old enough to have been in the S.S. or, to judge them more charitably, to have manned those very pillboxes just around the point that had cowed the area with their artillery till the Americans took Viareggio. Yet now that they were here, in the too too solid flesh, the “French” banished these memories, just as they tried not to look at the number on Dr. Bernheim’s arm. In actuality, the Germans from the Camping, it was admitted, were no worse than the invaders who had preceded them; the invaders were all “Germans,” in the sense of a foreign species with the power of rapid multiplication, as the invaded were all “French.”


  But as if to illustrate the complexity of the subject, Irene was accosted one morning toward the end of the month by an Italian crone, the grandmother of some Umberto or Massimo and their little sister (never summoned) Marisa or Silvana. “Sprechen Sie Deutsch?” said the old woman, seizing Irene by the skirt of her beach gown as she tried to pass on the rocks. And when Irene refused angrily to answer her, she continued to gabble at her in German, eager, no doubt, said the editor, to renew conversations she had enjoyed in the old times with the Nazis. Soon afterward Hélène had a similar wounding experience in the post office when she went to buy stamps. “Francobolli, per favore,” she said, pushing her postcards through the window and starting to make a remark about the weather.


  “Per la Germania?” interrupted the employee. “Deutschland?”


  Hélène was outraged. The woman had not even troubled to look at the postcards. Or at her. They were for France, Hélène pointed out. She was not German; she was the Signora Buonsanti. But the employee, who was new, it seemed, did not recognize her. “Cento lire,” she said, counting out stamps for the postcards and handing them back for Hélène to lick.


  “Après dix ans c’est un peu fort,” declared Hélène, seating herself with a thump in the café.


  Arturo gave his genial laugh. “Comme c’est beau!” he said. “Per loro adesso siamo tutti quanti tedeschi.”


  Seriously, put in the professor’s pretty daughter, this must mean that there were Germans actually in the village.


  O’Hare got up from a chess game at the next table. “Haven’t you heard?” he said. “They’re at the Pensione La Perla. Have a whiskey.”


  The following morning, the Germans from La Perla were in the boat that came to fetch the group from the Buonsantis’ landing. The “French” behaved politely, helping the Germans land their equipment as they helped everyone else, and the English lawyer, already sunning, was particularly assiduous in holding the boat’s painter to steady it for the fat women’s descent. But Laure, usually coöperative, refused to lend a hand.


  “Mais qu’est-ce que tu as, ma petite?” chided her father. Laure would not reply and sat stubbornly at the water’s edge, brooding and casting dark looks at the Englishman, who was chatting in German with the newcomers. Finally, when the others were in swimming, she explained.


  In the boat she had seen the Germans staring pointedly at the number on Dr. Bernheim’s arm. And to bear her out, that morning they all noticed still other Germans, from the Camping, eying the number too, passing and repassing the old man as he sat reading a volume of Stendhal, and actually stopping to get a better view. If Dr. Bernheim was aware of this, he gave no definite sign, but after his second dip he moved his place farther along the rocks, and before the boats came he asked François to row him back—he had taken too much sun.


  “Mais c’est inouï!” burst out Hélène, when her father was gone. “Que mon père ne puisse pas se montrer en public, à cause des Allemands! C’est eux qui auraient dû se cacher!”


  No one could say she exaggerated; it was the Germans, not her father, who had something to be ashamed of, but it was the Germans who were making it impossible for him to appear in public. Because of the Germans ought he to wear a long-sleeved shirt? Or Covermark, as Mike sarcastically proposed?


  This was the turning point. The next day, despite the children’s protests, the “French” set out for Judgment Day Beach. The White Rock had been abandoned to the enemy.


  


  Judgment Day Beach, like Raven Point, though pleasant for an excursion was not really a substitute for the White Rock. It was a pebbly beach, and the sharp stones hurt the tender feet of the younger children, who were not quite consoled by the stone collections made for them. Moreover, there was no shade—no protective cliffs, no cool caves. The small children sat in their straw hats in a row and demanded to know when Romeo was coming back for them. This was another difficulty. On calm days the boatmen did not like to go to Judgment Day; it was farther than the White Rock, but the price per head, fixed early in the summer, was the same. The advantage to the boatmen was that it was easier to land there, but when the sea was quiet this did not matter, and the boatmen, with the trade they now had, did not care to make the longer trip simply for the “francesi.” Hence, every morning Pierino or Paolo or Romeo, pretending not to have understood the wishes of the “French,” would try to take them to the Rocca Bianca, as if as a matter of course.


  “No, Paolo, niente Rocca Bianca,” some strong will among the passengers would have to interpose. “C’è troppa gente. All’altra spiaggia.” Paolo, muttering, would yield, and they would sail past the marble rocks, as though past a siren, watching the British lawyer and his wife, who had declined to join in the exodus (they had met some lovely couples among the new folk at Rocca Bianca), wave to them cheerily from the marshmallowy cliffs. The boatmen showed their dissatisfaction by arriving late to pick up the “francesi” at lunchtime, with the excuse that they had first to pick up the various parties at the White Rock. Sometimes it was three o’clock before the boats returned to Porto Quaglia, and as they neared the landing, the Buonsantis would see tall Anna standing there, her hand shading her eyes, waiting to make sure they were aboard before putting on the spaghetti. Lunch, with a spoiled roast, would be served at three-fifteen. Those who were in pensione at the inn would find the day’s specialty “finito” or sitting in tepid grease. Anna was cross; the waiters in the inn were cross; the lesser family cooks up and down the main street were cross. The “French” were being punished by the boatmen, and this punishment, like some Biblical malediction, spread over the whole village.


  Only the old man with the rowboat and his grandson remained faithful to the “French,” but it was a long row to Judgment Day, and the boat could not go back and forth many times in a morning. Soon another old man, with Garibaldi mustaches and an ancient dinghy, turned up at the pier; then a third, an octogenarian with a rakishly worn sailor’s cap, a cheroot, and a leaky outboard motor. But this created further bad blood with the “regular” boatmen, who would sometimes decline to take a group they had seen patronizing the old men and the boy. In short, the balance of Nature at Porto Quaglia was upset. Some days it would happen that most of the “French” did not go to swim at all. After a family dispute, the sulking children would take their bathing suits and walk down to the plage modeste at the end of the village, while their parents sat at home fuming and declaring that they might as well be in Paris, Rome, or London. One morning the Brées and the Livios quietly crossed to Punta Sabbia—on the theory that the “Germans” encamped there had all gone to the Rocca Bianca. But this attempted “castling,” as Arturo Buonsanti called it, did not work out either. The position was deadlocked: the “French,” having surrendered Rocca Bianca, refused to be returned there under duress; the boatmen continued to lay siege to them by the device of marooning them at Judgment Day Beach. The Milanese publisher took to going late and bringing a cold lunch; Elisabeth, the American, brought steaks one day for twenty and cooked them on the beach. But the absence of shade at Judgment Day, as well as the absence of wood, discouraged these solutions.


  By September, the “French” were talking of buying outboard motors for the children’s rowboats; the engineer went to look at a sailboat that was for sale across the river. “Make yourselves independent of the boatmen,” Mike counselled. But if every family had a boat, what then? Who was to promise them that next year the “Germans” would not push on to Judgment Day?


  “You could sell them your boats,” said Mike shrewdly, waggling his beard. But the “French” were cold to this idea and cold to the idea of acquiring shore property—another notion Mike broached. Though he was receiving cables telling him to get back to work from his editor nearly every day (with a two-hundred-lire delivery charge), he lingered, feeling it his duty as an American to exercise his ingenuity on a problem that the “French” by themselves could not solve.


  “Why don’t you get together and buy the Rocca Bianca?” he said to Hélène one morning as they were swimming. Far off to the right, they could see the white point jutting into the sea; from here it was evident that the marble there had once been quarried—slices had been taken off. This in fact was what had suddenly given him the idea.


  “It is public property,” said Hélène. “The shore belongs to the comune.”


  “Are you sure?” he said. “If the shore belongs to the comune, how come all the bathing establishments are across the river?”


  “They are concessions. Leased from the comune by business interests.” But the Belle Arti, Hélène went on, would not permit anybody to lease a landmark like the White Rock. And they would be right.


  She and Mike began to argue heatedly. He bet her that by bribery or influence the “French” could lease the White Rock and post it with “No Trespassing” signs. “Supposing you all got together”—he counted—“there must be at least twelve families of you, and some pretty important people, by Italian standards. You could fix the Belle Arti and the mayor—” “No,” said Hélène.


  “What do you mean ‘no’? Assuming you could, for the sake of argument—” “No,” said Hélène.


  Mike took a few short exasperated strokes toward shore. Then he turned back. “I’ll bet you,” he said patiently, “that within ten years—no, five—somebody buys that whole cliff, leases the Rocca Bianca for ninety years, and builds a hotel. With a bar and a terrace.”


  “And dressing rooms cut into the rock,” concurred Hélène. “And showers and toilets for signore and signori. And a night club over the water—why not? They would make a road and sell off plots of land for villas and villini. After that, a shopping center. It will happen. You are right. Arturo pense la même chose.”


  Mike’s jaw dropped. He swallowed water. “Well, then,” he said, spluttering, “if you see it coming so clearly, why don’t you get in there first?” “Preventive war,” commented Hélène.


  Mike ignored this. “Between you, you could raise the money for the necessary bribes.”


  “It would not be cheap.”


  Mike floated. “You’d buy the land above of course, too. You’d have to, to protect yourselves. And if you had the land, you’d build—the whole group of you. Why pay rent in Porto Quaglia? Say twelve houses.” He narrowed his eyes, thinking. “You could build twelve houses in those trees if you kept them inconspicuous. In good taste. Blending with the landscape. Leaving green areas. You’d form a syndicate—incorporate. Get a good modern architect from Milan. Use native building materials.”


  “C’est-à-dire le marbre,” said Hélène.


  “Why, yes!” Mike ejaculated. “Yes. Come to think of it, you’d have a free marble supply. That’d be something to leave Laure and François. A marble house. How about it, Hélène?” If he could have nudged her in the water, he would have done so. “Don’t laugh. I’m serious. They laughed at Columbus. How about it?”


  “Non, merci,” she answered, striking out for shore. “What do you mean, ‘non, merci’?” he called after her.


  Hélène swung around in the water. Seeing the American’s plaintive expression, she was angry. “J’ai dit non,” she said. “Mon père n’a pas été cinq ans à Auschwitz pour devenir propriétaire d’une villa en marbre sur la côte ligurienne.” “I can’t understand you,” yelled Mike. “You’re talking too fast.” “I said my father has not spent five years in Auschwitz to become the owner of a marble villa in Italy.”


  “I don’t see the connection,” called Mike.


  “We are plain people,” shouted Hélène. “What do you call it—wandering Jews.”


  Mike reflected for a minute. “I don’t get it,” he said. “Are you against owning property?”


  “Yes,” shouted Hélène, though this was not the truth—she was against being the kind of person who would preempt a natural marvel like some common piece of shore property, but she did not know how to express this in English, least of all to Mike, whose relentless American logic made it impossible, she said to herself, to have a reasonable conversation with him. Moreover, she had never known how to answer the insane argument that one ought to do something bad because if one did not someone else would do it instead. She struck out for shore again.


  “You French have no vision!” Mike’s voice roared after her indignantly. He backstroked a few moments, to cool off, not sure himself whether he had been joking about the marble villas and she had taken him seriously, in which case he would have a right to feel injured, or whether he had been serious and would have a right to feel injured at not having been taken seriously enough.


  On the shingle they found another argument going on—one party asserting that the source of beauty was in Nature and the other claiming that Nature was simply a sentimental name for tradition, the way things had “always” been. A fishing boat, Elisabeth had said, belonged to Nature, while a smart motorboat did not. But Arturo begged to differ. A fishing boat on the horizon appeared to be a part of Nature because it had “always” been there, like the sun in the sky, or the mountains, or the stars. But the stars in fact had changed; the Pole Star of the ancients was no longer the Pole Star of today. A horse or a pair of oxen in a field were viewed as a part of Nature, but when there were no horses or oxen there would be another Nature, and a tractor, to Laure’s children, would be an intrinsic part of it. For that, said the painter, you would need a new Millet; it was the artists who decided what was Nature and what was not. Why then, said Elisabeth, could you paint a good picture of a carriage, while an Alfa Romeo could “sit” only for advertisements? What about a plastic dish, said a woman’s voice. The engineer said there was no inherent reason that plastics should be uglier than marble; it was a question of good design. No, said the editor; plastics offered no resistance to the manufacturer, which made them inferior to marble. “Inherently,” he added tartly, skipping a stone across the water.


  The discussion veered to the White Rock. It had not “always” been there, said Mike. “Si!” objected Hélène.


  “No,” said Mike. “Some acquisitive group around Dante’s time must have formed a corporation to exploit the marble there. Originally, the whole point must have been green, covered with trees, like the rest of these slopes. Then somebody struck marble. The White Rock is the end result of man’s tampering with Nature. If he’d left Nature alone, there’d be no White Rock.”


  “Il justifie le capitalisme,” observed Laure in her still childish voice.


  “Il justifie le progrès,” said François sombrely, with a malign look at the American. “Et tu es contre le progrès?” asked his father, smiling. “Mais naturellement,” retorted François. “Moi aussi,” said Laure. “Moi non,” said Catherine.


  “Regard-moi ça, papa!” bitterly exclaimed Hélène. “Mes enfants sont devenus conservateurs, grace aux Allemands.”


  It was a fact, as already had been noticed, that the coming of the “Germans” was bringing out the worst in the community.


  The doctor looked up from his Stendhal. She would not, he said tranquilly, want them to take all their views from books. They must learn from what they saw around them.


  “From Nature’s book, eh?” quoted Mike, with a loud laugh, clapping the old man on the shoulder.


  And from what they heard, the doctor added in a lowered voice to his daughter: children, like old people, were afraid of any suggestion of change; one had to be careful how one spoke of it to them—let them see more and hear less. He looked at his watch. “Viens, mon fils,” he said to his grandson. “C’est l’heure.”


  It was too early, objected the others, but the old man insisted that François should take him and the younger children home. Mike and Arturo pushed the rowboat off.


  “Regarde, mon fils,” said the doctor, as the boat rounded into the harbor.


  The boy at the oars briefly raised his eyes to the marble mountains in the distance.


  “Elles sont belles, les montagnes?”


  “Oui,” admitted François.


  “Pourquoi?” said his grandfather.


  All the children gazed at the white-capped peaks.


  “Parce que le marbre ressemble à la neige,” the boy answered promptly. But it was a cheat, he added in his hoarse, angry voice. “C’est truqué, quoi. C’est de la fausse neige. Et cela ne justifie pas le progrès.”


  Perhaps not, the old man replied serenely, but it justified snow. This afternoon, he continued, hopping out of the boat and holding the painter for his grandson, they would all go to see the quarries.


  The youngest children looked doubtful. “Elles sont loin, les carrières.”


  Not too far, said the doctor; they would start right after lunch.


  It was the first time the “French” had visited the marble quarries, though for several years a sign, “Visitate le cave di marmo,” had been urging them to do so, on the road from Viareggio. This sign, in fact, which recently had begun reiterating its message in German, had killed their interest in the trip. But now several cars filled with “French” followed the doctor in his old Peugeot. The last car in the procession was the poet’s battered Austin station wagon; having got wind of the expedition, he had brought his wife, a stroller, and four of his children—the baby had been left at home.


  The first stop was at one of the quarries advertised on the road from Carrara. It was a “commercial” quarry; near the entrance was a stand selling Coca-Cola and beer and another selling marble souvenirs. Around the souvenir stand were German tourists in a group; a tourist bus stood waiting, and the cars parked along the highway were all marked with a big “D” for Deutschland. The quarry, which was not very deep, was no longer worked, and the principal attraction was a train track on which carts carrying blocks of marble shuttled back and forth. This was not the real thing, Mike protested.


  “Bien sûr,” said the doctor, but it would amuse the younger children. The real quarries lay beyond, high in the mountains; the doctor had telephoned the doctor from Carrara, who had suggested the itinerary. After the “play” quarry, they would leave the tourist area and visit the mills where the marble was cut.


  The mills lay along a stream that had turned white with marble dust; they made an atrocious noise, cutting the marble into slices with big iron blades—the small children were frightened. They wanted to go back and see the little train again.


  The adults glanced at each other. The poor mountain villages that straggled out from the mills were extremely dusty; everyone began to cough. The mills themselves were dismal; the water from the stream used in the cutting process splashed over the ground, creating a gray mud. The streets of the villages were caked with gray mud; there were no trees, and the air was cold and wintry, for the mountains cut off the afternoon sun.


  “Ça suffit, papa!” exclaimed Hélène, but the doctor would not heed her, leading them from village to village, mill to mill, consulting from time to time a slip of paper. They ought to see everything, he said. In each mill, he asked questions, which Arturo translated, while the others paced restively about, the Irishman pushing the stroller; the doctor wanted to know the details of the cutting mechanism, the incidence of silicosis among the mill workers—were there many tuberculars?


  “Tu es en vacances, papa!” irritably cried Hélène. “Yes, Doctor,” said the poet. “Take it easy; you’re on holiday.”


  Finally the cars left the melancholy mills and proceeded farther into the mountains along a narrow winding road, past chambers of smooth gray marble cut into the hillsides and heaps of marble gravel. Suddenly the doctor braked, and the “French” for the first time saw, right before their eyes, the snow fissures and gleaming glaciers they had known for so many years from across the river. These in fact were marble slides—avalanches of quite ordinary-looking stones that had tumbled down the mountainsides. Seen close up, they were not even white but a pale leaden gray in some places and a pale urinous yellow in others. Dr. Bernheim glanced at his slip of paper, and the cars continued upward till they arrived at a narrow bridge across a chasm; here a worker stopped them. They were at Fantiscritti, the last name on the doctor’s list. It was the end of the road. Because of the dangerous marble slides, cars were not permitted to go any farther; if the francesi wanted to visit the quarries beyond, they would have to go on foot.


  Arturo took the slip of paper from his father-in-law. “Mais tu t’es trompé, Maurice,” he said. “Sûrement.” This was the conviction of everyone—that the doctor had come to the wrong place.


  Looking about them, they were conscious of a fearful disappointment. The spot on which they stood, surrounded by marble slides, looking into a chasm of rubble at the bottom of which ran a dirty torrente, was at the farthest extreme from what they had imagined. The scenery around them, far from being alpine, was a Cyclopean desert or monstrous manufactured wilderness that resembled, more than anything else, a set for some early super-colossal film, before the day of sound or color. The absence of sun in this pocket of the mountain combined with the bleaching light diffused by the monochrome stony gravel to suggest an interior, artificially lit and yet without shadow. There was no sign of a quarry or of a village—only a sort of frontier hut with a bus placard posted on it, around which some workers were loitering. Added to this, it was dusty; everyone was thirsty.


  As they stood there, uncertain, a boy approached them and offered to accompany them to the nearest quarry, which he said was two kilometres off. They were in the right place, he assured Arturo and the editor. The quarries up there—he nodded toward the farthest mountain—were very old; Michelangelo had worked there before the birth of Christ, and slaves had carved pictures of Roman soldiers on the walls, which was why the place was called Fantiscritti.


  The “French” smiled dubiously at each other and looked at their watches: to go or not to go and see for themselves? Looking up at the towering mountains, the younger children refused; they were afraid of the avalanches. Finally it was decided that the men should go ahead with the older children, while the women could stay behind with the younger ones. “I’ll take Seanie in the stroller if you like,” said the poet, speaking of his six-year-old, but the boy guide protested this arrangement and Sean was left behind with his mother.


  The women walked across the bridge in the direction in which the others were vanishing up a mountain track; as they chatted, Sean slipped away from them and began to sidle down a sort of path that led to the half-dry torrente. Suddenly the women heard cries in a dialect they did not understand; a worker came running very fast across the bridge to warn them. What the boy was doing was dangerous. At any moment he might dislodge a stone and start a slide that would bury him.


  But he seemed not to hear the workers’ cries or his pregnant mother’s pleas to come back, and Hélène started to run down after him.


  “No, signora, no!” the workers shouted. A few stones began falling, like flour from a sifter, in her wake. She hesitated, saw the peril for the boy in her rashness, and turned back.


  Then they simply waited, holding their breath, watching the child wave to them from the abyss; in the end, he returned coolly, unconscious of his danger, carrying with him a purple flower he had picked on the edge of the stream.


  This nerve-racking episode confirmed the sinister impression made by the lonely spot. A bus came and collected the workers from the other side of the bridge, turned around, and started down the mountain. There was not another human being to be seen; they had not passed a single car on the way up; the women and children were alone.


  “I don’t like it here,” “I want a drink of water,” “I want to go home,” the children whimpered, looking at the family cars, driverless, like a group of widows, on the other side of the chasm. Sean’s older sister, Brigid, profited from the occasion by trying to imitate her brother’s exploit; she was hauled back at once and spanked, with the approval of the child psychologist. Time passed; from the changing of the light, the women assumed that somewhere the sun had set. It grew colder, and the children were shivering in their summer clothes. The mothers fought down their hysteria, offering each other various explanations of why their husbands were so long in coming back. When the men and the older children at last returned from the quarry, they found their families huddled, terrified, in the automobiles, with the heaters turned on.


  It had not been so different from the tourist quarry, they reported—another chamber cut into the wall of the mountain. The deep quarries, where they cut the white marble, were higher up; the workers walked an hour and a half every morning to get to them.


  “Did you see the soldiers?” demanded the little children.


  No, they had not seen the soldiers; the old Roman quarry had been closed a long time ago and the fanti, the foreman had said, were in the museum in Carrara.


  “On peut visiter, maman?” said the children, coming to life.


  But again they were told no; another day perhaps—at this hour the museum would be shut.


  So instead, though it was dark and nearly their suppertime when they reached the bottom of the mountains, they all had ice-cream cones at the marble counter of a gelateria in Carrara, and the older children and the fathers heard about Sean’s adventure.


  “Qu’est-ce que tu es venu chercher ici, papa?” Hélène said thoughtfully to her father on the way home.


  “Rien,” equably replied Dr. Bernheim. “Une petite distraction.”


  Hélène shook her head. It was not just for amusement, she told her husband, that her father had brought them here. He wanted to tell them something. She knew her father, she said.


  


  That night Arturo did not play chess. He and Hélène stood on the pier listening to the music coming from across the river. She was pensive, still thinking of the “scenery” they had visited, which on close view was an industrial landscape—a big gray outdoor mill. It was ugly, she said, turning to Arturo with a question in her voice. “Très laid,” her husband agreed.


  She remembered the sallow marble slides and shivered. “François a eu raison. C’est de la fausse neige. Comme dans le théâtre. Nous l’aimons parce que nous aimons la vraie neige.” But everything here, she went on, was slightly false. The “French” were not French; the “Germans” were Italians; the “Jews” were a little of everything. The “Englishman” was maybe a German. Or a Jew, according to her father. The “fishermen” were businessmen. Everything was in quotation marks. Even François’ “birthday.” His real birthday, which they had all forgotten, was today. She sighed heavily. “C’est moi, tu le sais, qui l’a faussée.”


  She was the one, alas, who had done it; she had moved his birthday ahead, two years ago, so that it would fall in the middle of the month before the first departures. And now other families had followed suit, so that every child’s birthday celebrated by the summer people of Porto Quaglia was a false birthday. She gave a guilty, skittish little laugh. All was false, she repeated despondently—theatrical snow or the snow in a souvenir paperweight.


  Arturo listened. “Ce qui est vrai, Hélène, c’est le travail.” The work of the fishermen, the work of the miners in that fearful dust. It was work that joined man to Nature. Not vacations, despite what people thought.


  “J’aime les vacances. Je déteste le travail,” Hélène flung out. And it was true that she loved vacations and was already hating the day they would pack up and leave for the winter’s work. After a pause, she asked in a different voice, diffident and stealthily curious, “Et comment c’était, dans la carrière?”


  Bad, Arturo answered; the work conditions were hard. Every other day, according to the workers, a miner lost a thumb, an arm, a leg. “C’est pas joli,” he added, grimacing. The work was unhealthy and badly paid; the less-skilled miners got a thousand lire a day.


  “Mille lire!”


  Arturo nodded. François, he said, had been very much struck by that; Laure too. There were many strikes, and many of the miners were Anarchists. “C’est drôle que c’est la première fois que nous y sommes allés.”


  Yes, agreed Hélène; it was funny that they had never gone there before, in all their years at Porto Quaglia. “Les ‘intellectuels de gauche’!” she burst out after a minute. Another set of quotation marks, another cheat. Good, she went on bitterly, it was finished. They would not come back to Porto Quaglia another summer. She refused to live another summer with such trite illusions and echoes. “ ‘Ah, comme elles sont belles, les montagnes de marbre!’ ‘Que j’adore la Nature!’ ” Mimicking her own voice, she stamped her foot on the pier.


  But it was the same everywhere, replied Arturo, smiling. All the desirable vacation spots were like that. All vacationers “adored” the poverty of the natives. “Surtout les âmes sensibles.”


  “C’est vrai,” muttered Hélène.


  Why not be honest, said Arturo. If they never came back to Porto Quaglia, what would be the reason? “Je ne sais pas,” said Hélène.


  The true reason, declared her husband, was very simple: “les vacances payées.” When they had first come to Porto Quaglia, only a few—professional people, artists, and salaried intellectuals like themselves—had a month off in the summer and a car or the price of railroad tickets to take them far from home. Now the many had it, especially the Germans. It was the “higher standard of living”—he quoted the words in English—of the European workers and small employees that had put Porto Quaglia on the map. The vacations of the masses were necessarily mass-produced. There was no escape from the “Germans” except for the very rich. Next summer the same problem would present itself. What would Hélène say when her coiffeur asked her where she was going for her holidays?


  “Il faut avoir une réponse, Hélène. C’est une question très importante. Tout le monde a le droit de savoir.” The whole world had a right to an answer—the concierge, the grocer, the mailman, her editor at Gallimard. What was she going to tell them? An undiscovered Greek island? A woodcutters’ hamlet in the Alps? A hotel in Turkey? A cliff on the Dalmatian coast? “Un château en Espagne?”


  Hélène did not respond to her husband’s raillery. There were Germans everywhere, she agreed morosely. “Bon, donc. Au travail.” She leaned her head against his chest. “Mais comme j’aimais Porto Quaglia!” Hearing the past tense of the verb that meant love, Arturo stared stiffly ahead of him into the dark.


  “Oui, c’était beau,” he said.


  

  

  

  

  

  CHRONOLOGY


  NOTE ON THE TEXTS


  NOTES


  Chronology


  Unless otherwise identified, quotations in this chronology come from a letter McCarthy wrote to Doris Grumbach, the first of her biographers, on February 22, 1966, in which McCarthy included her own year-by-year chronology of her life, with often revealing commentary. The letter is now among the Mary McCarthy Papers in the Special Collections of the Vassar College Library.


  1912


  Born Mary Therese McCarthy on June 21 in Seattle, first child of Roy and Therese Preston McCarthy. (Father, born in 1880 in Illinois to devout Catholic family, attended the University of Minnesota. Mother born 1888 in Seattle, Washington, to nominally Protestant father and Jewish mother. Parents met in 1910 at Oregon resort and were married in April 1911 despite reservations of both families—Roy McCarthy had a damaged heart and had previously been hospitalized for alcoholism. Mother converts to Catholicism. At first the couple settles in Minneapolis so that Roy can work at his father’s grain elevator business, but they move to Seattle when he starts drinking again.) In fall, father begins law school at the University of Washington and paternal grandparents purchase them a house at 934 22nd Avenue.


  1914


  Brother Kevin McCarthy, the eldest of Mary’s three brothers and the one to whom she would remain the closest (later a well-known actor in theater, films, and television), born February 15.


  1915


  Father graduates with law degree and begins to practice part-time, but by 1917 his heart condition makes it impossible for him to work. Brother James Preston born September 5.


  1917


  Brother Sheridan born April 26.


  1918


  In fall, mother enrolls McCarthy as a day student at the Forest Ridge Convent of the Sacred Heart. Family moves to Minneapolis, where paternal grandparents have purchased them a house; on three-day train journey everyone contracts Spanish flu virus. Father dies on November 6 at home of paternal grandparents; mother the next day. McCarthy and her brothers are put into the often neglectful and cruel care of Margaret and Myers Shriver, their great-aunt and great-uncle. Enrolled in St. Stephen’s, a Catholic elementary school.


  1923


  After a visit to Minneapolis leaves her maternal grandfather, Harold Preston, appalled, McCarthy is rescued from the Shriver household and moved to Seattle; enrolled in Forest Ridge Convent school. Brothers Kevin and Preston go to live with paternal grandparents, while Sheridan remains with the Shrivers. Given free range of grandfather’s library, and reads Dickens, Tolstoy, and The Count of Monte Cristo.


  1925


  Enters Garfield High School in Seattle; despite continued adventurous reading, she nearly fails all of her courses and after a year will be “removed from the excitement of boys” to an all-girls school, Annie Wright Seminary in Tacoma.


  1926


  Over next three years will run “away from school once, just for fun, with another girl . . . Acted in many school plays. Wrote ‘realistic’ short stories and romances rather in the manner of [British historical novelist] Maurice Hewlett which were shown to Miss Atkinson, for her private consumption. Took (strangely) cooking course one year, probably because the teacher was young and pretty. Was terrible at it.” Loses virginity in the fall of 1926 “in Marmon roadster; unpleasant experience.” English teacher Dorothy Atkinson, a recent Vassar graduate, encourages her to write short stories. Decides to attend Vassar herself, and begins the necessary three years of Latin for admission.


  1928


  Has additional sexual experiences with a portrait painter in Seattle; travels to Montana in the summer on vacation with two classmates. “Also knew weird circle of Lesbians, who liked to read Pierre Louÿs aloud. Introduced by friend, ‘Ted’ (Ethel) Rosenberg, alluded to in Catholic Girlhood.”


  1929


  Graduates from Annie Wright as class valedictorian. Does summer study at Seattle’s Cornish School; takes classes in theatre and eurythmics. Meets Harold Johnsrud (born 1904 in St. Cloud, Minnesota), who is “acting in local little theatre and having affair with eurythmics teacher. . . . Went to ‘Symphonies under the Stars,’ in the stadium, conducted by Michel Piastro. Tried to grasp music; failed. Only responded to names such as ‘Sarabande,’ ‘Scarlatti.’ ” Enters Vassar in the fall after once more meeting Johnsrud “on street of New York first day on pre-college visit with grandmother and aunt. Only person I knew in New York. Seemed like fate . . . Love affair began shortly after; lasted, with very bad vicissitudes in summer of ’32, through college . . . Cruel man, really. Liked to get power through wounding.” The strongest influences on her at Vassar are Helen Sandison and Anna Kitchel, English department professors whose aesthetic approach to literary study appeals to McCarthy more than the progressive political interpretations of their colleague Helen Drusilla Lockwood.


  1932


  In summer, works for art dealer Emmanuel “Manny” J. Rousuck in New York. Describes him in a letter to her friend Frani Blough as “a nice, sweet, battered soul who spends his time skulking about, avoiding the sheriff.” (Several years later she will fictionalize him as “Mr. Sheer” in “Rogue’s Gallery,” The Company She Keeps.)


  1933


  Publishes essay “Touchstone Ambitious” about the Elizabethan writer Sir John Harington in The Vassar Journal of Undergraduate Studies. Graduates from Vassar in mid-June and marries Johnsrud at St. George’s Episcopal Church in New York on June 21; “Wedding very much as in The Group.” Over the next few years Johnsrud is “unemployed a good deal . . . Expensive apartment (my fault), debts, no money. Did not ask family, except when had appendix out.” Begins reviewing books for The New Republic. At the end of the year writes to Frani Blough, her old Vassar classmate: “Housework and a book review or two are not effective substitutes for sixteen hours of classes a week.”


  1934


  Falls out with Malcolm Cowley at The New Republic over a review of Lauren Gilfillan’s I Went to Pit College, a memoir he pressured her to praise. After changing his mind about the book, Cowley prints a “correction” to what he deems an overly favorable notice by McCarthy, who has begun reviewing regularly for The Nation. On February 6, joins Selden Rodman, Dorothy Parker, Alexander Woollcott, and others in a demonstration of support for striking waiters at the Waldorf-Astoria hotel.


  1935


  That fall, in The Nation, writes most of a much remarked upon five-part series about American book reviewing, “Our Critics, Right or Wrong.” Shares the byline with Margaret Marshall.


  1936


  Gets Reno divorce from Johnsrud on August 11 in order to marry a “young unemployable, John Porter, later died in Mexico, wretched circumstances. Looked like Fred MacMurray. Charm . . . Williams boy, had worked on Paris Herald.” (McCarthy had marched with Porter in a May Day parade on lower Broadway that year.) In the fall returns to New York, decides not to marry Porter; rents apartment on Gay Street in Greenwich Village. Works again for Rousuck. Develops friendship with James T. Farrell and his wife. In November, attends a book party for New Masses cartoonist Art Young, at which she bucks the Stalinist tide by saying that Trotsky deserves a fair hearing. (The Moscow Trials had begun in August.) Soon finds herself being listed on the letterhead of the Committee for the Defense of Leon Trotsky.


  1937


  Works at Covici Friede publishers and helps Ralph Craig to ghostwrite the memoirs of radio broadcaster H. V. Kaltenborn. Begins affair with Philip Rahv (born 1908 in Russia, a member of the Trotsky Defense Committee who was separated from his wife) and lives with him on Beekman Place (“borrowed apartment rich friends”) and East End Avenue. Meets literary critic for The New Republic Edmund Wilson (born 1895 in New Jersey) in the offices of the new Partisan Review, which proclaims its editorial policy in December: “Partisan Review is aware of its responsibility to the revolutionary movement in general, but we disclaim obligation to any of its organized political expressions.”


  1938


  Grandfather Harold Preston dies on New Year’s Day. Marries Wilson on February 10; quits publishing job and moves with Wilson to Stamford, Connecticut. “At Wilson’s insistence,” writes her first short story, “Cruel and Barbarous Treatment.” Spends three weeks in New York’s Payne Whitney Psychiatric Clinic after a violent altercation with Wilson on June 8, while she is two months pregnant. Wilson claims to have noticed “an acute hysterical condition,” but McCarthy receives a diagnosis of anxiety. She refuses Wilson’s suggestion that she have an abortion. In August, returns to Stamford and writes for Partisan Review. Her only child, Reuel Kimball Wilson, is born December 25.


  1939


  Accompanies Wilson to Chicago while he teaches in the university’s summer term. In late July, McCarthy and Reuel visit her grandmother, Augusta Morgenstern Preston, in Seattle. In October, Wilsons rent house in Truro, Massachusetts, on Cape Cod. Johnsrud, her first husband, dies on December 23 in a fire at the Hotel Brevoort in New York.


  1940


  In June, the Wilsons move for the summer from Truro to a house in Wellfleet. “Edmund disapproves” of the nearby presence of Philip Rahv and his wife in Provincetown. They return to Stamford in the fall; McCarthy contributes her “Theater Chronicle” to Partisan Review and writes the stories for The Company She Keeps.


  1941


  Living in Stamford that winter with Wilson, continues to see psychoanalyst Dr. Richard Frank (she has been his patient since late 1938) until she and Wilson move into the house he buys in Wellfleet that June. “The Man in the Brooks Brothers Shirt” is published in July in Partisan Review.


  1942


  Spends winter and spring with Wilson at the Little Hotel in New York. The Company She Keeps is published in May by Simon and Schuster. John Chamberlain, the model for portions of the main character in “Portrait of the Intellectual as a Yale Man,” reviews the book in The New York Times. Spends summer, as well as weekends during the fall, in Wellfleet; the rest of the time she is in New York, living in Stuyvesant Square. Sees another psychoanalyst, Dr. Abraham Kardiner.


  1943


  Rents New York apartment with Wilson and Reuel. Back at Wellfleet for the summer and in the Gramercy Park Hotel in New York that fall. Wilson begins writing for The New Yorker. Reuel begins kindergarten in New York City.


  1944


  Spends winter and spring at the Gramercy Park; summer in Wellfleet. Meets Italian activist Nicola Chiaromonte on Cape Cod. Leaves Wilson after a fierce argument in July but then returns by September. “The Weeds,” a short story depicting aspects of their marriage, appears in The New Yorker in September. She and Wilson live with Reuel on Henderson Place in New York that fall; he attends St. Bernard’s School. In the fall, and through early 1945, has an affair with art critic Clement Greenberg.


  1945


  Leaves Wilson in January and takes Reuel; they live first at the Stanhope Hotel in Manhattan, then at brother Kevin’s East 56th Street apartment. Meets Bowden Broadwater (born 1920 in Maryland, he is a recent Harvard graduate and a fact-checker at The New Yorker) at the house of Niccolò Tucci the night she leaves Wilson. Spends an “idyllic summer” (until Hiroshima—“everything different after”) with Reuel in Truro; Broadwater visits them there. Becomes “close friends” with Nicola Chiaromonte. “Tolstoy. Beach conversations. Reading Shakespeare aloud in a group—a recurrent feature in my life . . . On the beach, I translating Simone Weil’s Iliad or Poem of Force. Getting sand in my typewriter.” Works on, then abandons, a novelette called The Lost Week. In September, begins teaching at Bard College (the basis for Jocelyn College in The Groves of Academe). Gives a course on “The Modern Novel” that doesn’t go past Henry James. Reaches divorce settlement with Wilson in October.


  1946


  Leaves Bard College after spring semester. Makes first trip to Europe in July. Travels with Broadwater in France and Italy. Moves in with him and his sister that fall on East 57th Street in New York; they marry on December 18 (divorce from Wilson finalized days before). Reuel back at St. Bernard’s. In November, criticizes John Hersey’s Hiroshima in a letter to politics, journal edited by Dwight Macdonald.


  1947


  In February meets, and begins lifelong detestation of, Simone de Beauvoir. Spends summer in Pawlet, Vermont, which will become the setting for The Oasis. Broadwater works for Partisan Review in the fall. McCarthy inherits $23,250 when Louis McCarthy, her uncle, sells the McCarthy family’s grain elevator company.


  1948


  Teaches at Sarah Lawrence during spring semester. Publishes review of A Streetcar Named Desire, declaring that Tennessee Williams’s play “reeks of literary ambition as the [Kowalski] apartment reeks of cheap perfume.” Writes The Oasis and spends summer in Cornwall, Connecticut, seeing some “White Russian friends.” Along with Dwight Macdonald, Nicolas Nabokov, Elizabeth Hardwick, Philip Rahv, and other intellectuals, works on the formation of “Europe-America Groups,” whose manifesto says they hope “to provide some center of solidarity with and support for intellectuals in Europe . . . in the face of the extreme polarity of Soviet and American power.”


  1949


  The Oasis is published in Horizon magazine in February and wins the Horizon prize of £200 that fall. Rahv, recognizable in The Oasis as “Will Taub,” threatens a libel suit. Dwight Macdonald (“Macdougal Macdermott”) isn’t pleased either. Political philosopher Hannah Arendt calls the book “a gem” and her friendship with McCarthy, after an early misunderstanding, takes off. Buys a house in Portsmouth, Rhode Island, with Broadwater. Reuel at St. Michael’s School, Newport. In March, McCarthy, Robert Lowell, Elizabeth Hardwick, and Macdonald “infiltrate” the Stalinist-dominated Cultural and Scientific Conference for World Peace at New York’s Waldorf-Astoria. They “make anti-Communist speeches from floor . . . amusing event; wrote bad story about it later, never published.” Receives Guggenheim Fellowship. In October, revisits Vassar for Holiday magazine article (“The Vassar Girl”), which will be published in May 1951. Suffers miscarriage in mid-November.


  1950


  Living in Portsmouth. In early spring, writes a ten-part article for the New York Post on nightlife in New York’s Greenwich Village. Cast a Cold Eye published by Harcourt Brace and Company (which will publish the majority of the rest of her books); it includes several short stories along with memoir pieces that will later go into Memories of a Catholic Girlhood. Begins writing The Groves of Academe.


  1951


  Writes “A Tin Butterfly,” which will become part of Memories of a Catholic Girlhood. Finishes The Groves of Academe. “Reuel at St. George’s as a day boy.”


  1952


  Publishes a scathing review (“Mlle. Gulliver en Amérique”) in January of Simone de Beauvoir’s America Day by Day. At a second Waldorf Conference, she “clashe[s] with Sidney Hook, Max Eastman,” who had both turned right politically, over the behavior of Senator Joseph McCarthy. The Groves of Academe published in February. Begins writing The Group. On a train to Missouri, before giving a lecture to teachers, she meets the anti-Semitic colonel who becomes the subject of her essay “Artists in Uniform.” Prompted by concern with the state of civil liberties in America, she considers going to Harvard Law School; is dissuaded by Judge John Biggs, chief judge of the Third U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals in Philadelphia, an old friend of Wilson’s. In October, she and Broadwater sell house in Portsmouth and buy one on Cape Cod, which happens to be close to Wilson’s home.


  1953


  Spends early part of year in New York’s Hotel Chelsea, often in the company of Hannah Arendt. Seeks start-up funding for a “social, political” magazine to be called Critic. “Fail to raise enough money and have run out of money myself, having abandoned novel [The Group] for time being.” Summers in borrowed house of Helvetia Perkins in Montpelier, Vermont, an experience that will go into her story “The Appalachian Revolution.” Having “agreed to stay away from Cape House when Reuel there with Edmund,” lectures at Bread Loaf School of English in summer: her talk, “Settling the Colonel’s Hash,” is a witty refutation of symbol-hunting interpretations of “Artists in Uniform.” In fall, goes to the Cape and writes story about accidental injury that Broadwater incurs to his hand. (This becomes the first chapter in A Charmed Life.) In October, rents the New York apartment of Alfred Kazin—their mutual dislike will grow with the years—to write “The Appalachian Revolution.” Serves as one of the fiction judges for the National Book Award, which goes, with her approval, to Saul Bellow’s The Adventures of Augie March.


  1954


  In January and February, “Dottie Makes an Honest Woman of Herself,” a version of which will become The Group’s third chapter, appears as a short story in Partisan Review. Early in the year travels to Portugal with Broadwater; a New Yorker travel piece results. Also works on A Charmed Life, “having decided to turn it into novel.” Maternal grandmother Augusta Preston dies on February 7. Spends summer on the Cape (“Edmund and I now dividing Reuel’s vacation”) and fall in Rhode Island. Randall Jarrell’s comic novel of academic manners, Pictures from an Institution, published in June, recognizably depicts McCarthy as “Gertrude Johnson.”


  1955


  Finishes A Charmed Life in borrowed villa on Capri. “Bowden and I on poor terms.” Travels through Italy and Greece during a difficult pregnancy. Suffers apparent miscarriage in Greece and then a “definitive” one on plane to Paris in June. A Charmed Life is published in June. Meets Reuel in London while doing a program for the BBC. Agrees to Rosamund and Georges Bernier’s proposal that she write a book on Venice, where she spends the fall doing research. “Reuel and Bowden return [to] America alone.” Goes back to New York in December, the house on the Cape having been sold after Broadwater decides they cannot go back there after A Charmed Life comes out; the novel is full of recognizable characters from Wellfleet. In reviewing the book, Time calls McCarthy “quite possibly the cleverest writer America has ever produced.”


  1956


  Lives on East 94th Street in New York as Broadwater begins running the library at St. Bernard’s school. Sights and Spectacles, a collection of her theater criticism, published by Farrar, Straus and Cudahy. Travels to Italy in May to visit Bernard Berenson, the American art historian she had met in Venice. Spends much of the summer in Venice with Broadwater and Reuel. After Broadwater returns to New York, travels to Holland, Paris, and London—where she resumes love affair with British journalist John Davenport that began in Italy. “Crisis on return to New York.” Reuel enters Harvard. Venice Observed published in November.


  1957


  Memories of a Catholic Girlhood is published in late spring. “Crisis surmounted” with Broadwater. Returns to Italy in May, planning to write a book on Florence, Mantua, and Bologna. Broadwater joins her in Florence in June. “Peace restored” between them when she returns to New York in October.


  1958


  Back to Europe in May; the Italian book will now be all about Florence and not the other two cities. Joined in Italy by Evelyn Hofer, who takes photographs to illustrate the book, and Broadwater. Reuel spends summer working in Paris. Back in New York in the fall, she and Broadwater assemble The Stones of Florence, “layout, pictures, etc. Bowden very good at this.”


  1959


  Resumes work on The Group after several years away from the manuscript. In October and November spends seven weeks in Tripoli at the villa of an Italian friend—“rather ideal” for work on the novel. Receives second Guggenheim Fellowship as well as proposal from State Department for lecture tour of Eastern European countries. The Stones of Florence is published in October. Arrives in Warsaw in December, where she meets James West, a U.S. Embassy public affairs officer (born 1914 in Old Town, Maine; West is married with three young children).


  1960


  Lectures on “Characters in Fiction” and “The Fact in Fiction.” The tour takes McCarthy, as well as Saul Bellow, to Poland and Yugoslavia. She continues with speaking engagements in Britain. Arranges rendezvous with West in Paris in March before flying home to New York to collect her possessions. Reuel graduates from Harvard. Returns to Europe and takes apartment in Rome, “with many trips to meet Jim—Zurich, Vienna, France, Copenhagen, even Warsaw—till September or October.” Turns the two lectures on fiction into pieces for On the Contrary: Articles of Belief 1946–1961, which is published the following autumn by Farrar, Straus and Cudahy. Joins West in Warsaw in October to live “under cover (more or less), like a captive in hideous hotel room with Party emblems on bedspreads, curtains. Hardly went out, and when did tried to lose self in faceless crowd. Under these nervous conditions, started work on Group again.” Goes to Paris on December 1.


  1961


  Divorced from Broadwater, in Alabama, on February 14; marries West, just divorced from his wife, in Paris on April 15. Embassy will not allow her to join him at his post in Warsaw until the former Mrs. West departs the city. Suffers slipped disk while waiting in Vienna and spends three weeks in clinic there. Arrives in Warsaw in a wheelchair and is “cured by Polish doctor.” Summer in Bocca di Magra, Italy. McCarthy and West spend his fall home leave from the State Department in Stonington, Connecticut. Interviewed for The Paris Review “Writers at Work” series by Elisabeth Niebuhr (later Sifton).


  1962


  After more time in Stonington, as well as Washington, West is made director of information for the new Office of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in Paris. The couple arrive there in March and buy the apartment on the rue de Rennes where they will live for the next quarter century. McCarthy extravagantly praises Vladimir Nabokov’s Pale Fire in The New Republic in June. The Wests summer in Bocca di Magra.


  1963


  The Group, published in August, becomes a major best seller. McCarthy finds the sales “stupefying.” The novel is reviewed negatively in The New York Review of Books by Norman Mailer (who nevertheless calls McCarthy “our saint, our umpire, our lit arbiter, our broadsword”), and parodied in the same journal by McCarthy’s friend Elizabeth Hardwick, writing under the name “Xavier Prynne.” Charles Feldman options the film rights for $162,500.


  1964


  “The Hue and Cry,” McCarthy’s defense of Hannah Arendt against attacks on Eichmann in Jerusalem, appears in Partisan Review. Lectures on Shakespeare in California. The Wests spend Jim’s summer home leave in Stonington, Connecticut, with his children. Begins Birds of America.


  1966


  Film of The Group, produced by Feldman, directed by Sidney Lumet, and with a cast including Candice Bergman, Joan Hackett, and Elizabeth Hartman, premieres in March. Brother Sheridan dies in October.


  1967


  Travels to South Vietnam in February to report on the war for The New York Review of Books. Doris Grumbach publishes a biography of McCarthy in late spring (The Company She Kept), much to the displeasure of its subject, who regrets her candid cooperation. McCarthy and West buy a house in Castine, Maine; they begin spending summers there—often in the company of Lowell, Hardwick, and poet Philip Booth—while continuing to live the rest of the year in Paris.


  1968


  A second trip to Vietnam in March, this time to the North, results in the publication of Hanoi, the second of three short volumes about the war.


  1971


  Birds of America published in summer, her first novel since The Group. Noting its extensive considerations of politics, ethics, nature, and the environment, Helen Vendler, in The New York Times Book Review, calls it a “fictional essay.” In August, covers the war-crimes trial of Captain Ernest Medina at Fort McPherson, Georgia, for The New Yorker.


  1972


  Medina appears in book form. Edmund Wilson dies June 12. Considers and abandons a plan to have fellow intellectuals, politicians, and other figures travel to Hanoi during the “Christmas bombing” campaign conducted by the Nixon administration.


  1973


  In June, covers the U.S. Senate’s Watergate hearings, chaired by North Carolina’s Sam Ervin, for the London Observer.


  1974


  In February, pays tribute to Philip Rahv, who died the year before, in The New York Times Book Review. The Mask of State, a collection of her Watergate reporting dedicated to Senator Ervin, published in the summer. The Seventeenth Degree, collecting three volumes about the Vietnam War, also published.


  1975


  Hannah Arendt dies, in New York, on December 4. In McCarthy’s obituary for Arendt, she writes: “Hannah is the only person I have ever watched think.”


  1976


  Edits Arendt’s last work, The Life of the Mind, while also composing what will be her own last novel, Cannibals and Missionaries.


  1979


  Cannibals and Missionaries is published in October. During her publicity tour for the novel, McCarthy records interview with Dick Cavett and remarks of playwright Lillian Hellman that “every word she writes is a lie, including ‘and’ and ‘the.’ ” McCarthy had long been repelled by Hellman’s Stalinism and mendacious memoirs.


  1980


  Hellman sues McCarthy for $2.25 million for libel once the Cavett interview airs in January. Gives the Northcliffe Lectures at the University of London; they are published in October as Ideas and the Novel.


  1982


  Returns to Vassar in February as the President’s Distinguished Visitor.


  1984


  Awarded the National Medal for Literature at the New York Public Library on May 3. Hellman’s death on June 30 leads to the dropping of the lawsuit by the executors of her estate. The litigation had been expensive and stressful for McCarthy, who on July 16 is operated on, successfully, for water on the brain. On August 26 she receives the Edward MacDowell Medal for significant contribution to American culture.


  1985


  Occasional Prose, a collection of McCarthy’s critical writing, published in May. Her papers are acquired by the Vassar College library.


  1986


  Returns, after nearly forty years, to teaching at Bard College, on the Charles Stevenson Chair of Literature.


  1987


  How I Grew, a memoir of her early years, is published in the spring.


  1988


  Elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters and inducted in May. Carol Gelderman’s biography, Mary McCarthy: A Life, is published in August.


  1989


  Works on Intellectual Memoirs: New York, 1936–1938, which will be published posthumously. Dies in New York Hospital on October 25 of lung cancer; buried in Castine, Maine.


  Note on the Texts


  This volume contains four novels by Mary McCarthy, The Company She Keeps (1942), The Oasis (1949), The Groves of Academe (1952), and A Charmed Life (1955), as well as all eight of her short stories—four from the collection Cast a Cold Eye (1950) and four that were not collected by McCarthy during her lifetime. A companion Library of America volume collects the remainder of her fiction: the novels The Group, Birds of America, and Cannibals and Missionaries.


  In spring 1938, shortly after her marriage to Edmund Wilson and with his encouragement, McCarthy began writing short stories. Her first effort, “Cruel and Barbarous Treatment,” was published a year later in The Southern Review, and Maria Leiper, an editor at Simon and Schuster, read the story and signed McCarthy to a book contract. McCarthy suggested to Leiper that “Cruel and Barbarous Treatment” be gathered together with five other stories as “a novel in six parts,” to be called The Company She Keeps. Of the six stories in The Company She Keeps, two of the stories, “Rogue’s Gallery” and “Portrait of the Intellectual as a Yale Man,” appeared for the first time in the novel. The following list gives the first appearance of the other four:


  


  “Cruel and Barbarous Treatment,” The Southern Review, Spring 1939, pp. 713–25.


  “The Man in the Brooks Brothers Shirt,” Partisan Review, July–August 1941, pp. 279–88, 324–43.


  “The Genial Host,” Southern Review, Autumn 1941, pp. 280–97.


  “Ghostly Father, I Confess.” Harper’s Bazaar, April 1942, pp. 52ff.


  


  The Company She Keeps was published in May 1942 by Simon and Schuster. McCarthy is not known to have been involved in the preparation of a British edition, which was published in London by Nicholson and Watson in November 1942. The present volume uses the first American edition as its text.


  McCarthy began writing The Oasis in spring 1948, while she was teaching at Sarah Lawrence, and composed the bulk of it that summer in Cornwall, Connecticut. She submitted the completed manuscript in October to a contest for an unpublished short novel run by Cyril Connolly, the editor of the British magazine Horizon, to be judged by Connolly and Sonia Orwell, then Brownell. The Oasis won the contest, which came with a prize of £200, a dozen bottles of dry sherry, and publication in the February 1949 issue of Horizon. Its publication in Horizon attracted the attention of Bob Linscott at Random House, and it was published without changes in August 1949 by Random House with an introduction by Connolly. A British edition was published in May 1950 by William Heinemann Ltd., under the title A Source of Embarrassment. McCarthy is not known to have been involved in its preparation. The present volume uses the first American edition as its text.


  In 1949, McCarthy sold to Robert Giroux at Harcourt, Brace & World both a collection of stories, Cast a Cold Eye (see below), and a novel. She began writing the promised novel in 1950 after receiving a fellowship from the Guggenheim Foundation in 1949. On February 3, 1951, the first chapter appeared in The New Yorker under the title “Groves of Academe.” She finished drafting the novel late in the year and The Groves of Academe was published in February 1952 by Harcourt, Brace and Company with a revised first chapter. McCarthy is not known to have been involved in the preparation of a British edition, published in March 1953 by William Heinemann Ltd. The present volume uses the first American edition as its text.


  McCarthy began A Charmed Life in summer 1954 while living in Wellfleet, Massachusetts. The first chapter was published in The New Yorker under the title “A Charmed Life” in its October 9, 1954, issue and was subsequently revised for its book publication. A Charmed Life was published in November 1955 by Harcourt, Brace and Company. McCarthy is not known to have been involved in the preparation of a British edition, published in April 1956 by Weidenfeld and Nicolson. The present volume uses the first American edition as its text.


  Cast a Cold Eye was published in September 1950 by Harcourt, Brace and Company, collecting four stories in Part I as well as three childhood memoirs in Part II that were incorporated into McCarthy’s memoir, Memories of a Catholic Girlhood, in 1957. The four stories from Part I were originally published in the following magazines:


  


  “The Weeds,” The New Yorker, September 16, 1944, pp. 25–43.


  “The Friend of the Family,” Town and Country, January 1947, pp. 101ff.


  “The Cicerone,” Partisan Review, February 1948, pp. 151–76.


  “The Old Men,” The New Yorker, May 13, 1950, pp. 28–34.


  


  A British edition was published in January 1952 by William Heinemann Ltd. McCarthy is not known to have been involved in its preparation. The present volume prints the four stories in Part I and uses the first American edition as its text.


  The following four stories were not collected by McCarthy. This list gives their first publication and the source of the text used in this volume:


  


  “The Company Is Not Responsible,” The New Yorker, April 22, 1944, pp. 77–80.


  “The Unspoiled Reaction,” Atlantic Monthly, March 1946, pp. 98–101.


  “The Appalachian Revolution,” The New Yorker, September 11, 1954, pp. 40–75.


  “The Hounds of Summer,” The New Yorker, September 14, 1963, pp. 47–117.


  


  This volume presents the texts of the original printings chosen for inclusion here, but it does not attempt to reproduce features of their typographic design. The texts are presented without change, except for the correction of typographical errors. Spelling, punctuation, and capitalization are often expressive features, and they are not altered, even when inconsistent or irregular. The following is a list of typographical errors corrected, cited by page and line number: 24.5–6, himself a small; 29.19, that. Mrs.; 36.36, Faithful; 93.20, Kunyoshi; 96.39, Latour; 101.34–35, La Pasionara; 112.14–15, artistocratic; 135.21, E.W. Sears; 159.5, himslf; 256.17, preferred——; 256.18, herself——; 271.39, lips, be; 283.16, point the; 286.37, Haines——; 286.40, grey——; 287.4, Haines’; 287.17, not he; 287.21, Breughelesque; 324.37, “ ‘Jocelyn; 326.28, said.; 383.29, sufference; 388.20, le; 403.5, some; 414.34, voice.; 450.5, réclamés; 452.1, Hirschfield’s; 498.40, warmly.; 505.15, caffein; 522.20, “Tartufe,”; 526.16, here,; 529.16, she; 530.1, said; 530.14, Young’s; 531.7, them. “I; 544.28, the the; 559.17, Schonberg,; 563.7, thoughfully,; 568.8, de la; 570.37, scarely; 580.8, gout,”; 583.25–26, sat to; 585.20, DeKooning; 587.28, to to; 604.14, ‘conceive,’ ”; 633.21–22, there no; 644.30, intersted; 646.25, qu’ on; 648.23, rougieriez; 649.33, had been; 668.10, prefunctory.; 675.22, adrenalins; 684.3, step-mothers; 713.23–24, unkown; 768.37, desspair.; 773.32, were; 794.35, Frances; 798.37, responsble; 809.32, recontrent; 844.3, deathy; 845.5, were; 908.31 (and passim), allemands,; 912.13, “Aidemoi,; 915.5, anglais,”; 923.24, establisments across.


  Notes


  In the notes below, the reference numbers denote page and line of this volume (the line count includes headings, but not rule lines). Often no note is made for material included in the eleventh edition of Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary. Biblical quotations and allusions are keyed to the King James Version; references to Shakespeare to The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1974). For further biographical background, references to other studies, and more detailed notes, see Doris Grumbach, The Company She Kept (New York: Coward-McCann, 1967); Carol Gelderman, Mary McCarthy: A Life (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1988); Carol Brightman, Writing Dangerously: Mary McCarthy and Her World (New York: Clarkson Potter, 1992); and Frances Kiernan, Seeing Mary Plain (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2000); as well as Conversations with Mary McCarthy, ed. Carol Gelderman (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1991) and Sherli Evens Goldman, Mary McCarthy: A Bibliography (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1968).


  THE COMPANY SHE KEEPS


  14.11–12 a Ramos gin fizz] Cocktail that originated in New Orleans in the 1880s.


  17.10–11 vie galante] French: “a liberated, adventurous life,” with connotations of sexual passion.


  20.36–37 Louis Napoleon] Louis-Napoléon Bonaparte (1808–1873), president of the French Second Republic, 1848–52, and, as Napoléon III, ruler of the Second French Empire, 1852–70.


  20.39–40 several Bedlingtons, a cairn, two Kerry blues] Three varieties of terrier.


  25.2 the school of Boucher] François Boucher (1703–1770), French Rococo painter known for soft, extravagantly lush depictions of Eros.


  29.15 Keith-time] The Keith Time or Keith Circuit, prominent and high-class circuit of vaudeville theaters owned by B. F. Keith (1846–1914).


  31.32 Winchell’s column.] Snappily written, widely distributed, and occasionally cruel newspaper gossip column of Walter Winchell (1897–1972).


  36.36 Starr Faithfull case] The suspicious death by drowning of Starr Faithfull (1906–1931), a beautiful “society girl,” also informs John O’Hara’s novel Butterfield 8 (1934).


  41.40 faïence vase] A tin-glazed piece of earthenware.


  42.4–5 defended himself . . . Hippolytus] Hippolytus, the son of Theseus, resisted the seductive advances of his stepmother, Phaedra.


  42.40 Mickey Finn] A drink spiked with a drug in order to incapacitate the drinker.


  44.10–11 Maillard’s or Schrafft’s] Maillard’s, a Manhattan restaurant that had made its original reputation with a clientele of upscale women; the Schrafft’s restaurants, which operated for decades in Manhattan, were described in a 2008 article in The New York Times: “The chain sought associations with the well-to-do, or at least comfortable, and the typical restaurant was a relaxed white-tablecloth retreat from the midday hustle of the city.”


  44.27 Heian period] Period of Japanese history spanning 794 to 1185, named for the capital, Heian-kyo, what is now the city of Kyoto.


  48.26 Japanese cloisonné enamels] Decorative art and jewelry made by filling with enamel small compartments that have been formed from metal filaments.


  48.36 Franz Joseph] Emperor of Austria (1830–1916) who reigned from 1848 to 1916.


  48.37 Pisanello medallions of the Este family] Pisanello (c. 1395–1455), Italian artist famed for making portrait medallions; the House of Este is a European noble family with branches in Italy, Austria, Britain and Germany.


  48.38 prie-dieu] An item of furniture, with a resting-place for one’s knees and elbows, to be used while praying.


  50.1 Hearst] William Randolph Hearst (1863–1951), American newspaper magnate; extravagant collector of art and antique furniture.


  50.3 Romanoff collection] A portion of the Russian crown jewels were sold at auction by the Soviet government in 1927. Perhaps a reference to the American businessman Armand Hammer (1898–1990), who bought Romanov jewels in the USSR and sold them in New York City.


  54.30 Vincent Sheean’s Personal History] Memoir by the American foreign correspondent (1899–1975), published in 1935 and praised by McCarthy in The Nation.


  57.8–9 Hervey Allen or Arthur Brisbane or Westbrook Pegler] Allen, American historical novelist (1889–1949), author of Anthony Adverse (1933); Brisbane, American newspaper editor and columnist (1864–1936); and Pegler, American newspaper columnist (1894–1969) fiercely opposed to Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal.


  58.35 White Rock] White Rock Beverages, a soft-drink company.


  61.10–12 Landon . . . Roosevelt] In November 1936, President Franklin D. Roosevelt won a landslide re-election over the Republican candidate, Kansas governor Alfred M. Landon (1887–1987).


  61.16–17 CIO strikes . . . Lewis] John L. Lewis (1880–1969), aggressive president of the United Mine Workers, 1920–60, and president of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO), 1935–40.


  61.21 Norman Thomas!] Thomas (1884–1969) was Socialist Party candidate for president in six elections from 1928 to 1948.


  61.37 Mr. Morgan’s war] Refers to the belief that American involvement in World War I was brought about by the banker J. P. Morgan Jr. (1867–1943) in order to protect and profit from his own financial interests, especially those in Britain.


  62.38 Sherwood Anderson character] Sherwood Anderson (1876–1941), American novelist and short story writer best known for Winesburg, Ohio (1919), often dealt with characters whose yearnings were thwarted by their temperaments and small-town circumstances.


  70.7–9 Chaucer, . . . wel at ese.”] Troilus and Criseyde, Book II, line 750.


  79.5–6 Del Monte] Golf course at Pebble Beach, California, open since 1897.


  80.25–26 the war in Spain] The Spanish Civil War (1936–39), between the Spanish Republicans and the right-wing Nationalists, which resulted in the demise of the Second Spanish Republic and a thirty-six-year-long fascist dictatorship by Generalissimo Francisco Franco. Left-leaning and Communist literary intellectuals from the U.S. and Europe rallied passionately to the doomed cause of the Republic and eventually saw the conflict as a kind of small-scale preview of World War II, in which the forces of democracy and communism allied against fascism.


  80.28–29 die for the Republicans at the Alcazar] The Alcázar, an ancient palace fortress in Toledo, was held by the Spanish Nationalists and unsuccessfully besieged from July to September 1936 by the opposing Republican forces. Their defeat provided Franco with a symbolic victory.


  81.39–40 Longchamps or the Algonquin] Longchamps was a chain of smartly decorated Manhattan restaurants; the Algonquin Hotel, on West 44th St., was famous for its “Round Table” of writers, wits, and show-business personalities who regularly lunched there.


  82.1 Marie Laurencin look] Laurencin (1885–1956) was a French avant-garde painter associated with the Cubist movement; known for a delicate pastel style.


  82.4 Ponce de Leon] Spanish explorer (1460–1521) who, according to legend, searched in Florida for the Fountain of Youth.


  82.6 Brussels carpet] Machine-made wool carpet with a heavy pile.


  82.7–8 Marmon roadster] Car produced by the Marmon Motor Car Company, located in Indianapolis, which operated from 1902 to 1933. (McCarthy lost her virginity in a Marmon roadster in the fall of 1926.)


  82.18–19 Hepplewhite chairs] Furniture in the style of George Hepplewhite (c. 1727–1786), British cabinetmaker whose chairs were known for their slender wooden arms and legs and shield-design backs.


  84.27 tout comprendre, c’est tout aimer] French: To understand all is to love all. A less familiar variant of “tout comprendre, c’est tout pardonner” (to understand all is to forgive all).


  85.34–35 Marianna . . . Isabella’s name!] After being jilted by Angelo in Measure for Measure, Act IV, scene i, Mariana sleeps with him, knowing that in the dark he believes her to be Isabella.


  91.33 Mennen’s] The Mennen Company, since the 1870s, had been the manufacturer of popular men’s toiletries.


  93.19 monkscloth] Heavy, loosely woven cotton fabric often used in bedspreads.


  93.20 Kunyoshi and Reginald Marsh] Yasuo Kuniyoshi (1889–1953), Japanese-American painter and printmaker; Reginald Marsh (1898–1954), American painter known for his New York City subject matter.


  93.20–21 George Grosz . . . Rivera] George Grosz (1893–1959), German artist famous for depictions of Berlin during the Weimar Republic; Diego Rivera (1886–1957), Mexican painter best known for his murals.


  95.37 Archipenko and Harold Cash] Alexander Archipenko (1887–1964) and Harold Cash (1895–1977), American sculptors.


  96.21 Moscow trials] Three show trials conducted in the USSR from August 1936 to March 1938. The defendants, who included many of Stalin’s political rivals from the 1920s, were falsely accused of espionage, treason, and plotting with the exiled Leon Trotsky.


  97.4 George Arliss] English stage and film actor (1868–1946) who starred in The House of Rothschild, 1934 film about the European banking family who owned the Château Lafite Rothschild vineyard.


  101.30 like Lady Chatterley] Constance Chatterley, the married, sexually frustrated heroine of D. H. Lawrence’s novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover (1928); it is actually a gamekeeper with whom she has an affair.


  101.34–35 La Pasionaria] Nickname of Dolores Ibárruri (1895–1989), Communist orator and supporter of the Spanish Second Republic, famous for her cry of “No Pasarán!” (“They shall not pass!”) directed against Franco’s forces during the 1936 Battle for Madrid.


  102.3 Andres Nin] Spanish Communist (1892–1937) and a founder of the Workers’ Party of Marxist Unification (POUM), who was killed by Stalinist agents of the NKVD, the Soviet state security organization, as the USSR asserted doctrinaire Communist control over the government of the Spanish Republic. The stories of Nin and the POUM are most famously recounted in George Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia (1938). McCarthy was friends with Orwell’s widow, Sonia, for many years.


  102.14 GPU] Officers of the State Political Directorate, an early Soviet secret-police organization, 1922–34.


  102.24 the Dauphin, Bonnie Prince Charlie] Two royal lost causes: Louis XVII of France (1785–1795), the youngest son of the deposed Louis XVI and Marie-Antoinette, would have assumed the French crown in 1793; during the early nineteenth century a number of men challenged the idea that he had ever died and themselves claimed to be “the lost dauphin.” Charles Edward Stuart, “Bonnie Prince Charlie” (1720–1788), was the Young Pretender to the British throne who led the unsuccessful Jacobite uprising in 1745.


  102.24–25 Debs and now Trotsky] Two socialist lost causes: Eugene V. Debs (1855–1926) was the Socialist Party of America’s candidate in five presidential elections. In her essay “My Confession” (1953) McCarthy recounts how Leon Trotsky (1879–1940), Soviet revolutionary eventually murdered by Stalin’s agents, became—almost accidentally—an object of her enduring political admiration.


  105.19 The Tsar to Lenin] American documentary film (1937) about the Russian Revolution that was admiring of Trotsky and denounced by American Stalinists during the Moscow Trials. It was narrated by Max Eastman (1883–1969), who had edited the socialist magazine The New Masses (1913–18). In her Intellectual Memoirs (1992) McCarthy recalls being at a party with Eastman during her affair with the critic Philip Rahv. “This white-haired spellbinder, the son of preachers from Canandaigua, New York, was handsome, tall, all his life a fascinator of women. His film on the Russian Revolution, Tsar to Lenin, was just being shown. In sum, all I remember is what I would like to forget: having had a lot of drinks, sitting on Max Eastman’s lap; out of a corner of memory’s eye, I see Philip’s face. The next morning he was still very angry with me. I had an awful hangover and had to stay home from work for two whole days.”


  108.9 Wesley Barry] Child actor (1907–1994) in American silent movies.


  108.10 Our Gang comedies] Popular series of short movies featuring mischievous children, created by Hal Roach and produced from 1922 to 1944.


  108.21 Bones] Short for “Skull and Bones,” elite secret society for Yale University undergraduates founded in 1832.


  108.22–23 Foster and Ford and the Bonus Marchers and the Scottsboro Boys] William Z. Foster (1881–1961) was a labor organizer and Stalinist hardliner within the American Communist Party; James W. Ford (1893–1957), African American vice-presidential candidate of the American Communist Party in three elections; the Bonus March was a massive extended protest in Washington, D.C., in the Depression year of 1932, during which veterans of World War I demanded a bonus payment for their service; the Scottsboro Boys—African Americans charged with raping two white women and sentenced to death by an all-white jury in Alabama—were an important civil-rights cause of the 1930s.


  108.24 Das Kapital] Karl Marx’s three-volume theoretical critique of capitalism, published from 1867 to 1894, edited and completed by Friedrich Engels.


  110.20 out of Shef] The Sheffield Scientific School of Yale University.


  110.39 Lovestoneites] Jay Lovestone (1897–1990) was general secretary of the American Communist Party from 1927 until 1929, when he was expelled from the party on Stalin’s orders. From 1929 to 1941 Lovestone led a dissident Communist group known by a variety of names, including Communist Party (Opposition).


  111.2 a Farmer-Labor party] Democratic-Socialist political party that achieved long-term success in Minnesota beginning in 1918, and short-lived prominence as a national organization during the 1920s. In 1944 it merged with the Minnesota Democratic Party.


  111.36–37 the Eli bulldog] Mascot of the Yale University football team.


  113.6 Veblen] Thorstein Veblen (1857–1929), American economic sociologist; author of The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) and inventor of the concept of “conspicuous consumption.”


  113.17 Browder] Earl Russell Browder (1891–1973), general secretary of the U.S. Communist Party, 1930–45, and its 1936 and 1940 candidate for president.


  113.22 Rainbow Room] Restaurant with revolving dance floor at the top of 30 Rockefeller Center.


  113.30–31 Kautsky] Karl Johann Kautsky (1854–1938), German Marxist theoretician who denounced Lenin and the Bolsheviks for their dictatorial repressions.


  114.6 Jack Reed] John Reed (1887–1920), American journalist whose book Ten Days That Shook the World chronicled his witness of the October 1917 Bolshevik Revolution.


  115.33–35 the AAA, . . . the hundred White Guards] The Agricultural Adjustment Act (1933) was an early New Deal measure regulating farm production; in 1937 President Roosevelt unsuccessfully attempted to increase the number of justices on the Supreme Court, which had struck down portions of his New Deal program; Sergey Kirov (1886–1934), a Politburo member and head of the Soviet Communist Party in Leningrad, was assassinated, perhaps at the direction of Stalin; the White Guards, the military part of the White movement that had opposed the Bolshevik Revolution, continued to offer sporadic resistance to the Soviet Union in the 1920s and 1930s.


  117.8 Okhrana] The Russian secret police during the last decades of tsarist rule.


  118.13–14 Dos Passos] The American novelist John Dos Passos (1896–1970) and his wife, Katy, were friends of Edmund Wilson and Mary McCarthy on Cape Cod. As a teenager in the late 1920s, McCarthy was very taken with Dos Passos’s The 42nd Parallel. In 1984, she recalled: “Like a Japanese flower dropped into a glass of water, my political person unfolded, magically, from Dos Passos, though he would have been saddened in later years to hear what his energy, enthusiasm, and sheer unwary talent had brought about.” By the end of his life Dos Passos had embraced conservatism and become a contributor to William F. Buckley’s National Review.


  118.37 Consumer’s Union] Founded in 1936, Consumers Union was an advocacy group for American purchasers, and until 2012 the publisher of Consumer Reports.


  120.12 the Hegelian thesis] The popular notion of dialectic, in which a thesis and its antithesis are resolved into a synthesis.


  120.15 Young and Rubicam] Prominent advertising agency on Madison Avenue in New York City.


  125.3 Dubinsky? Sidney Hillman?] American labor leaders generally supportive of President Franklin D. Roosevelt and the Democratic Party. David Dubinsky (1892–1982), president of the International Ladies’ Garment Workers Union, 1932–66; Sidney Hillman (1887–1946), president of Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America. Roosevelt’s reputedly telling the Democratic national chairman to “Clear it with Sidney,” when he prepared to drop Henry A. Wallace for Harry Truman as his vice-presidential running mate in 1944, became a byword for Hillman’s influence on the President.


  128.12–13 “The coward dies . . . one.”] Ernest Hemingway’s rendition, in A Farewell to Arms (1929), of Julius Caesar, II.ii.32–33.


  129.6 that Shef dance] See note 110.20.


  134.25 Electra] In Greek mythology, Electra and her brother Orestes together plotted revenge for the murder of their father Agamemnon by their mother Clytemnestra and their stepfather Aegisthus.


  135.21–22 R. W. Sears or Frank Woolworth] Richard Warren Sears (1863–1914), American chain store magnate and cofounder of Sears, Roebuck and Co.; Frank Winfield Woolworth (1852–1919), founder of the Woolworth five-and-dime stores.


  136.33 Landon . . . Lemke . . . Browder] Presidential candidates in 1936. For Alfred M. Landon, see note 61.10–12. William Frederick Lemke (1878–1950) represented North Dakota in the U.S. House of Representatives, 1933–41, and in 1936 was the presidential candidate of the Union Party, whose major supporters included such extreme right-wing opponents of Roosevelt as Father Charles Coughlin, the “radio priest,” and Gerald L. K. Smith, who later founded the America First Party in 1943. For Earl Russell Browder, see note 113.17.


  136.39 Norman Thomas] See note 61.21.


  137.20 De Leon] Daniel De Leon (1852–1914), American socialist leader, labor organizer, and newspaper editor.


  139.10 Romm and Piatakov and the GPU agent, Holtzman?] All three offered testimony damaging to Trotsky at the Moscow Trials and were subsequently executed.


  141.5–6 Revere Beach] Large public beach several miles north of Boston.


  141.37–38 the Hotel Bristol . . . landing field at Oslo] Sites of supposed anti-Stalinist conspiracy activities involving Trotsky.


  142.23–24 Leibowitz . . . Scottsboro case] Samuel Leibowitz (1893–1978), a leading New York criminal defense attorney, was engaged by International Labor Defense, a Communist legal group, to represent the Scottsboro Boys when they were retried in Decatur, Alabama, in 1933 (see also note 108.22–23).


  144.30 subjective correlative] A more personal version—involving, as Jim believes, one’s “own experience and psychology”—of T. S. Eliot’s famous idea of the “objective correlative,” stated in his essay “Hamlet and His Problems” (1919): “The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an ‘objective correlative’; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that when the external facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is immediately evoked.”


  145.37 Silone] Ignazio Silone (1900–1978), pseudonym of Secondo Tranquilli, Italian socialist writer and politician who stood in opposition to both Mussolini’s regime and Stalinism. His novels include Bread and Wine (1936).


  146.32 silicosis sufferers] A congressional hearing in January and February 1936 found that 476 miners died as a result of silica poisoning (silicosis) at the Hawk’s Nest Tunnel construction project in West Virginia from 1930 to 1935.


  146.38 Jumble Shop] Manhattan restaurant on Waverly Place.


  150.29–30 his Socony or his Shell castle] Gas stations.


  152.18 no Zetkin, no Luxemburg] Clara Zetkin (1857–1933), German Marxist and feminist; Rosa Luxemburg (1871–1919), Polish-German Marxist revolutionary.


  156.19 Destiny] McCarthy’s fictional version of Fortune, Henry Luce’s sumptuous business magazine, for which her friend and Partisan Review colleague Dwight Macdonald (1906–1982) worked in the early and mid-1930s.


  160.12 pro-Willkie] Wendell Willkie (1892–1944), internationalist-minded business executive, became the dark horse Republican nominee for president in 1940. He lost to the incumbent, Franklin D. Roosevelt, then running for his third term.


  163.15–16 George S. Kaufman, Helen Hayes] Kaufman, witty American dramatist (1889–1961); Hayes, American actress (1900–1993), often called “The First Lady of the American Theatre,” but pronounced by McCarthy “our worst actress, famous as such in the profession.”


  164.28 Myra Hess] English pianist (1890–1965).


  166.29 The Last Days of Pompeii, A Cask of Amontillado] The Last Days of Pompeii (1834), historical novel by Edward Bulwer-Lytton; “The Cask of Amontillado,” short story (1846) by Edgar Allan Poe.


  166.30–31 the giant . . . under Aetna] In Greek mythology, Enceladus, one of the giants who battled the Olympian gods, is supposed to be buried beneath Mt. Etna; the tremors of the volcano were said to be caused by his rolling from side to side.


  166.31 Matthew Arnold, Empedocles] The fifth-century B.C.E. Greek philosopher Empedocles, subject of Matthew Arnold’s poem “Empedocles on Etna,” is thought to have killed himself by jumping into the volcano.


  166.31–32 And Karl Marx: “weighs like an Alp”] Karl Marx wrote in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon (1852): “The tradition of all dead generations weighs like an Alp on the brains of the living.”


  168.22 Vincent Astor’s remodeled tenements] Vincent Astor (1891–1959), philanthropic heir to the Astor fortune, reversed the family tradition of slumlordism and contributed to the growth of affordable housing in New York City.


  168.39–40 Maestius lacrimis Simonideis] Catullus’s poem 38, pleading with Cornificius, Roman author of a treatise on rhetoric, for some consoling verses “sadder than the tears of Simonideus” (referring to the Greek poet Simonides).


  169.24 Swedish modern and Paul Klee] The clean lines of Swedish furniture enjoyed a reputation for progressive tastefulness in the 1930s; Paul Klee (1879–1940), Swiss-German modernist painter.


  170.7–8 Bonwit Teller] High-end New York City department store, located during the 1930s and 1940s at Fifth Avenue and 56th Street.


  171.20 Elsie Dinsmore] Upstanding heroine of a children’s book series by Martha Finley (1828–1909), published from 1867 to 1905.


  171.25 Lizzie Borden and her ax] Though acquitted by a jury, Lizzie Borden (1869–1927) is widely believed to have murdered her father and stepmother inside their home in Fall River, Massachusetts, during the summer of 1892. Over the years the case has inspired a ballet, an opera, and a famous piece of doggerel (“Lizzie Borden took an ax . . .”).


  171.29 Cardinal Wiseman] Nicholas Wiseman (1802–1865), first archbishop of Westminster, 1850–65, author of the novel Fabiola (1854), a rejoinder to Charles Kingsley’s anti-Catholic Hypatia (1853).


  173.15–17 the Sacred Heart, Veronica’s veil . . . Saint Cecilia] The Sacred Heart, the heart of Jesus, typically depicted with a flame and crown of thorns, and pierced by a lance; Veronica’s veil, an object of special devotion in the Roman Catholic Church. Jesus is thought to have left an image of himself on the veil with which Veronica mopped his face as he carried his cross to Calvary. Cecilia, the patron saint of music, thought to have been martyred in the second or third century C.E., sang to God “in her heart” while the musicians at her wedding played their instruments.


  175.18 Know-Nothing pamphlets] The anti-immigrant and anti-Catholic Know-Nothing movement operated as the American Party in elections just prior to the Civil War.


  176.15 moiré] Rippled silk.


  177.5 Al Smith] Alfred E. Smith (1873–1944), Irish-Catholic governor of New York, 1919–20 and 1923–28, and Democratic candidate for president in 1928. He was defeated by Herbert Hoover.


  178.6–7 Diane de Poitiers, Ninon, or Margaret of Navarre] Diane de Poitiers (1499–1566), influential, well-educated mistress of Henry II of France; Anne de Lenclos (1620–1705), known as Ninon de Lenclos, French wit, courtesan, and philosophical writer; Marguerite de Navarre (1492–1549), wife of Henry II of Navarre and sister of France’s Francis I, was a poet, playwright, and patron of the arts.


  178.9 The Queen’s Necklace] Romantic historical novel (1849–50) by Alexandre Dumas (1802–1870), sympathetic to Marie Antoinette and based on a scandal in which she was implicated in a plot to cheat the crown jewelers.


  180.17–18 Dead End Kid] Any of several young delinquent characters in American dramatist Sidney Kingsley’s 1935 play Dead End; in subsequent Hollywood movies the characters evolved into comic rascals.


  185.7–8 “By their fruits ye shall know them,”] Cf. Matthew 7:20.


  186.38 Brill] Abraham Arden Brill (1874–1948), Austrian American psychoanalyst who translated Freud into English and founded the New York Psychoanalytic Society.


  187.4 “Physician, heal thyself.”] Proverb quoted in Luke 4:23.


  187.12 the mark of Cain] Cf. Genesis 4:9–15.


  187.39–40 the Managerial Revolution, Van Wyck Brooks, Lewis Mumford] The “managerial revolution” was the subject of a 1941 book by James Burnham (1905–1987), a Trotskyist turned conservative, who saw managers replacing owners as the crucial players in American corporations. Brooks (1886–1963) was an American literary critic; Mumford (1895–1990), a historian, philosopher, and city planner.


  188.23–24 Mesmer and then Cagliostro] Franz Anton Mesmer (1734–1815), theorist of “animal magnetism,” from which hypnosis was claimed to derive; Alessandro Cagliostro was the alias of Giuseppe Balsamo (1743–1795), an adventurous figure of necromancy and the occultist involved in the affair of Marie Antoinette’s diamond necklace (see also note 178.9).


  189.38 Sacred Heart] See note 173.15–17.


  189.38–39 Saint Sebastian] Late third-century Christian martyr, executed by the Emperor Diocletian; often depicted as tied to a tree and shot with arrows.


  192.19 false Florimel] A living waxen figure of the real and beautiful Florimell, created by a witch in Book 3 of Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590–96), when the real Florimell refuses the advances of the witch’s son.


  199.1–2 O di . . . pietate mea.] The final line of Catullus’s poem 76: O Gods, render this to me in return for my devotion.


  THE OASIS


  204.19–20 Socony Automobile Guide] The Standard Oil Company of New York (Socony) was a precursor and component of today’s ExxonMobil.


  204.27–28 the birthplace of Stephen A. Douglas.] Douglas (1813–1861), the “Little Giant” of antebellum American politics, represented Illinois in the House of Representatives, 1843–47, and in the Senate, 1847–61, and was Abraham Lincoln’s opponent in their legendary series of debates during 1858. He was born in Brandon, Vermont.


  206.3 Prodigal Son’s brother] Cf. Luke 15:11–32.


  208.1–2 the bishop’s candlesticks] An episode involving trust and generosity shown toward the thief Jean Valjean in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables (1862), later adapted into a popular stage play by the Scottish dramatist and actor Norman McKinnel (1870–1932).


  208.19–20 a veteran of the Spanish war and of Vichy’s prisons] Antifascist sympathies would have made him a supporter of the Spanish Republic against the forces of Francisco Franco (see note 80.25–26) as well as an opponent of the collaborationist Vichy regime following the Nazi conquest of France.


  208.31 Oneida, Brook Farm, and the phalansteries] Three nineteenth-century utopian enterprises: the Oneida Community, founded in upstate New York in 1848; Brook Farm, also begun in the 1840s, in Massachusetts, and the subject of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel The Blithedale Romance (1852); and phalansteries, socialist communes inspired by the ideas of François Marie Charles Fourier (1772–1837).


  209.22 Tocqueville] Alexis de Tocqueville (1805–1859), French political philosopher and author of Democracy in America (1835–40).


  216.30–31 Lenin in 1917 . . . Petersburg—] Following the overthrow of Tsar Nicholas II in March 1917, the German government allowed Lenin to return to Russia from Switzerland through Germany via train so that he might weaken or topple the new Provisional Government that had vowed to continue fighting the Germans in World War I.


  217.11 Chinese Chippendale sideboard] The furniture designs of Thomas Chippendale (1718–1799) included Rococo, Gothic, and Chinese elements.


  218.9 Carpathian mountains] European mountain range stretching from the Czech Republic through Romania.


  218.15 faute de mieux] French: for lack of something better.


  220.26–27 Cyrus and Xenophon . . . Othello] Cyrus the Younger, a Persian prince (424?–401 B.C.E.), was accompanied on his military campaigns by Xenophon (c. 431–352 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher and historian; during the first century B.C.E., Diviciacus of the Aedui was Julius Caesar’s Gallic ally in his conquest of Gaul; in Shakespeare’s Othello, the Duke (or Doge) of Venice, unusually free of racial prejudice, admired Othello and gave him the command of Venetian troops fighting the Turks in Cyprus.


  222.15 Copernicus] Polish astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus (1473–1543) discovered that Earth revolves around the Sun. It had previously been believed that Earth was the center of the universe.


  222.24 Versailles, Spain, Munich, Yalta] Four twentieth-century political failures: The Versailles treaty ending World War I failed to prevent the rise of Nazism and World War II; liberal and left-wing international support failed to save the Spanish Republic from its overthrow by Francisco Franco’s fascists; the appeasement of Hitler, in Munich in 1938 by British prime minister Neville Chamberlain, did not succeed in stopping his aggression; the Yalta Conference (1945) of the Allied Powers allowed Stalin to exert his domination over what became the Soviet satellite nations in Eastern Europe.


  222.35 Kautsky] See note 113.30–31.


  224.28–29 redispreads] Ready-to-eat fillings and frostings for baked goods.


  225.29 the School of Paris] Loose label for the variety of artists, French and otherwise, who worked in Paris during the early years of the twentieth century.


  227.9 Amour propre] Self-respect; a sense of one’s worth.


  227.25 “Over There.”] Patriotic song (1917) of World War I, words and music by George M. Cohan (1878–1942).


  227.29 malentendu] French: misunderstanding.


  227.36 enceinte] Pregnant.


  228.21 Keystone comedy] Silent, slapstick films made by Mack Sennett (1880–1960); their most famous elements were “bathing beauties” and the bumbling Keystone Cops.


  239.36 in camera] In private; Latin: “in a chamber.”


  240.12 Aquinas] St. Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), Scholastic philosopher and Dominican friar whose Summa Theologica (1266–73) set forth the doctrines of the Catholic Church.


  241.12 Chassidic simpleton] Valuing sincerity above all, Hasidic Judaism emphasizes how a simple person can achieve holiness more readily than one who is learned but arrogant.


  243.1 force majeure] An exceptional circumstance that can void a contract and release persons from its obligations.


  244.9–10 emotions of Oedipus on hearing the shepherd’s tale] In Sophocles’s version of the Oedipus myth, Oedipus Rex, a shepherd who was once in the household of the murdered King Laius reveals that it was Oedipus himself who murdered Laius, his father, and then married his mother, Laius’s widow Jocasta.


  244.36 From each according to his capacities] “From each according to his capacities, to each according to his needs” was an idea put forward by the French socialist Louis Blanc (1811–1882) and made more widely famous by Karl Marx.


  250.25 élan vital] Henri Bergson’s term, used in Creative Evolution (1907), for the “vital force” that drives individual men to succeed and triumph.


  254.22 a tone poem] An orchestral work attempting to evoke something nonmusical, like a painting or a written poem.


  254.23 Lake minstrels] The Lake Poets of the Romantic era, principally Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Southey.


  255.24 St. Joan] The canonized Joan of Arc (c. 1412–1431), Maid of Orléans, who was instrumental in France’s victory over England in the Hundred Years War.


  255.34 Domine non sum dignus] Latin: Lord, I am not worthy, the beginning of the Catholic prayer for receiving the Eucharist.


  256.11 Proudhon and Tolstoy] French political philosopher Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (1809–1865), considered to be the father of anarchism; in What I Believe (1884) and other nonfiction works, Leo Tolstoy (1828–1910) presented a social vision based on Christianity, nonviolence, and the end of private property.


  260.14 Moses on the mountain of Nebo.] Cf. Deuteronomy 34, when just before his death, Moses is afforded a look at the Promised Land from this mountain in Jordan.


  262.8–9 secret rearmament of Palestine] Probably a reference to the smuggling of weapons into Palestine by the Zionist Haganah and Irgun paramilitary organizations, in support of their military efforts against both British rule and Arab resistance to the formation of a Jewish state.


  262.9 Henry Ford’s peace ship] In 1915, Ford sponsored a quixotic amateur peace mission to Europe on the Oscar II which he hoped would bring an end to World War I. The voyage failed in its goal of ending the fighting and the participants were subject to derision in the American press.


  262.20 Archimedes and the airplane] The “principle of displacement,” discovered by the Greek mathematician and philosopher Archimedes (c. 287–212 B.C.E.), would contribute to the development of manned flight.


  262.20 Dunkerque] In 1940, hundreds of thousands of British and French troops, surrounded by German forces, were evacuated from the French port of Dunkirk by all available boats that could come across the Channel from England.


  264.13 Marshall Plan figures] American-financed recovery initiative named for George Marshall (1880–1959), U.S. secretary of state under President Truman, 1947–49. The plan helped to revive the economies of Western European nations following World War II and thus reduce their vulnerability to communism.


  264.23 World Federalists] Adherents of the World Federalist Movement (WFM), founded in 1947 and dedicated to a stronger amalgamation of the world’s nations than that provided by the recently formed United Nations.


  266.28 an Arrow Collar ad] Early twentieth-century advertisements featuring the Arrow Collar Man, wearer of stylish shirts and collars manufactured by Cluett Peabody & Company. The ads were beautifully illustrated by the artist J. C. Leyendecker (1874–1951).


  269.17–18 Whistler’s Nocturne] Nocturne in Black and Gold, The Falling Rocket, oil painting (c. 1875) by American painter James Abbott McNeill Whistler (1834–1903).


  270.8 Carpathians] See note 218.9.


  271.2 Fontainebleau] French commune outside Paris, most famous for the enormous château used as a residence by French monarchs from the twelfth through nineteenth centuries.


  271.4 Lapérouse] Parisian restaurant established in 1766 on the Quai des Grands Augustins (6th arrondisement), which held three Michelin stars from 1933 to 1968.


  277.3 Rhadamanthine] Exemplifying rigorous justice, after Rhadamanthus, mythological son of Zeus and Europa and one of the judges of the dead in the underworld, known for being especially inflexible in judgment.


  279.25–26 English man of letters . . . between them] Lytton Strachey (1880–1932), homosexual biographer and member of the Bloomsbury set, is credited with a version of this remark in response to a military examiner’s question about how, as a pacifist during World War I, Strachey would deal with the attempted rape of his sister by a German soldier.


  287.21 Brueghelesque] Adjective derived from the crowded, bustling genre paintings of both Pieter Brueghel the Elder (c. 1525–1569) and Pieter Brueghel the Younger (1564–1638).


  THE GROVES OF ACADEME


  291.1 Atque inter silvas academi quaerere verum] From Horace’s Epistles, II.ii.45: “And seek for truth in the groves of academe.”


  295.17–18 Joyce . . . Trieste] From 1905 to 1915, while he was writing Dubliners and Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, James Joyce (1882–1941) lived in Trieste, then part of Austria-Hungary; for part of that time he taught at the Berlitz School.


  295.21–22 an ash-plant stick . . . Dedalus] In James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922), Stephen Dedalus carries an ashplant, or walking stick, which he uses as “casque and sword” and for dancing, drumming, and striking a chandelier.


  295.22 Science and Society] Quarterly magazine, published since 1936, featuring Marxist scholarship.


  296.6 Bennington-style] Located in Vermont, Bennington College, a women’s school until 1969, was known for its progressive outlook and bohemian manners.


  296.24 “Bis, bis!”] Old Latin for “Again! Again!” or “Encore!”


  296.25 consonantia] Latin: harmony or agreement.


  296.33 Alexander Meiklejohn] Leading educational reformer; a dean of Brown University and president of Amherst College, Meiklejohn (1872–1964) was a strong proponent of the First Amendment and served on the National Committee of the American Civil Liberties Union.


  298.37–38 the Wallace campaign] In 1948, as the candidate of the Progressive Party, former vice president Henry A. Wallace (1888–1965) led a left-wing challenge to President Harry S. Truman. His campaign was heavily influenced by Communists and fellow travelers, and he finished fourth in the presidential race, behind Truman; Republican nominee Thomas E. Dewey; and Strom Thurmond, the segregationist candidate of the States’ Rights Democratic Party (“Dixiecrats”).


  299.15–17 Dr. Fuchs . . . Mr. Hiss . . . Mr. Greenglass . . . Senator McCarthy] Klaus Fuchs (1911–1988), a physicist on the Manhattan Project and at Los Alamos convicted of giving atomic secrets to the USSR. Alger Hiss (1904–1996), convicted of perjury in 1950, is now generally believed to have been a Soviet spy, though at the height of the Cold War he was a sympathetic figure to many American liberals, who often championed his innocence and believed that he had been hounded in the House of Representatives investigation propelled by Congressman Richard Nixon. David Greenglass (1922–2014) participated in the Manhattan Project and was convicted of stealing atomic secrets for the Soviet Union. His testimony against his sister, Ethel Rosenberg, helped lead to her execution. Senator Joseph R. McCarthy (1908–1957) pursued Communists in American government in a series of investigations that eventually, because of his reckless tactics and disregard for civil liberties, led to his censure by the Senate in 1954.


  299.25 the Stockholm Peace Petition] The Stockholm Appeal, a call for banning all nuclear weapons, was issued in 1950 by the World Peace Council, an international body that conformed entirely to the dictates of the Soviet Communist Party.


  300.9 Swedish glögg and pfeffernuesse] A spicy, hot wine punch; small, spicy cookies.


  301.7 A.A.U.P. Grievance Committee] A body within the American Association of University Professors that deals with faculty complaints.


  301.33 the law of the talion] An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth; see Exodus 21:24 and Matthew 5:38.


  304.22 Windy MacPherson] Windy McPherson’s Son (1916), novel by Sherwood Anderson.


  308.19–20 Baal-worshipers] Phoenicians who, according to the Hebrew Bible, venerated the fertility god of that name.


  310.40 Whitehead] Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947), English philosopher and co-author, with Bertrand Russell, of Principia Mathematica (1910–13).


  311.1 Vico’s cyclical theory] The cyclical theory of history propounded by the Italian political philosopher Giambattista Vico (1668–1744), which influenced James Joyce in the writing of Finnegans Wake.


  311.2 the veto] In Twentieth-Century Western Philosophy of Religion 1900–2000, Eugene Thomas Long discusses “a breakdown of the close relationship between philosophy and theology that had characterized much western thinking in the early part of the century.” He mentions how H. J. Paton, in his 1949–50 Gifford Lectures, “challenges . . . a theological and a philosophical veto of all natural knowledge of God. The theological veto is associated in particular with Karl Barth, and the so-called positivists of revelation, and the philosophical veto is associated in particular with A. J. Ayer and the logical positivists.”


  311.18 orgones?] The energetic life forces imagined by the Austrian psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich (1897–1957).


  313.40 Nabs] Informal name for snack cracker sandwiches, generally containing cheese or peanut butter, manufactured by Nabisco and other companies.


  316.4 “ ‘Springes to catch woodcocks’ ”] In Hamlet, I.iii.115, Polonius uses the phrase to indicate how he views Hamlet’s attempt to trap his daughter, Ophelia.


  317.31–32 the Cadet party in the Duma] The liberal Constitutional Democratic Party, which was active in the Russian legislative assembly (Duma) in the decade before the Bolshevik Revolution; its members were called Kadets.


  317.32–33 Cocteau and Diaghileff] Jean Cocteau (1889–1963), French writer and film director; Sergei Diaghilev (1872–1929), founder of the Ballets Russes in 1909.


  318.25 narodnika] Narodniks, members of Russian populist movement founded by aristocrats and intellectuals in the 1860s.


  318.37 Gestalt] School of German psychological thought that emphasized the “unified wholes” constructed by the mind.


  318.38 Four Quartets boy] A devotee, presumably, of T. S. Eliot’s volume of philosophical and religious poetry published in 1943.


  319.8 Kropotkin] Peter Kropotkin (1842–1921), Russian anarchist philosopher.


  319.24 Russian kïssel] A jellied fruit dessert.


  330.15 bornée] French: restricted or narrow-minded.


  332.8 Yalta period] At the February 1945 Yalta Conference, Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin planned the postwar configuration of Central and Eastern Europe.


  332.12 Daily Worker] Chief publication of the Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA) from 1924 until 1958. The daily paper was later replaced by more occasional publications.


  332.26–27 the Bridges Defense Committee, . . . the Trenton Six] Harry Bridges (1901–1990), head of the International Longshoremen’s Association, was prosecuted for lying about his membership in the Communist Party; the Hollywood Ten were a group of screenwriters and directors cited for contempt of Congress in 1947 after they refused to answer questions about their Communist affiliations; the Trenton Six were African American defendants sentenced to death in 1948 by an all-white jury for the murder of a white New Jersey shopkeeper.


  332.38–39 a Budenz or a Miss Bentley] Louis Budenz (1891–1972), a former editor of the Daily Worker, and Elizabeth Bentley (1908–1963), a key member of a Soviet espionage network, both broke with the American Communist Party in 1945 and became paid informants for the FBI and friendly witnesses before Cold War–era congressional committees investigating Communist activity in America. Bentley was, along with McCarthy, one of the most famous Vassar graduates of her generation.


  333.2 Ite missa est] Latin words announcing the conclusion of the Catholic Mass: “Go, you are sent forth.”


  335.8–9 Bennington . . . St. John’s] For Bennington, see note 296.6. Students at St. John’s College, in Annapolis, Maryland, focus on the “Great Books” of Western culture.


  335.13 Aquinas and Dewey] For Thomas Aquinas, see note 240.12. He is here made the exemplar of traditional, faith-based education, in contrast to the progressive approach favored by the American philosopher John Dewey (1859–1952).


  335.15 Antioch . . . Black Mountain] Progressive colleges in Yellow Springs, Ohio, and Black Mountain, North Carolina; the latter institution operated from 1933 to 1957 and is lastingly famous for the school of experimental poets associated with it.


  340.12–13 dragon’s teeth sown in the Theban meadow.] Cadmus, the mythological king of Thebes, is supposed to have planted the teeth of a dragon he’d slain, from which grew a race of warriors.


  340.14 Cadmean alphabet] The Phoenician alphabet, thought to have been introduced to Greece by the legendary figure Cadmus in about 2000 B.C.E.


  341.20 Mercersburg controversy] Mid-nineteenth-century dispute over Calvinist theology and the nature of the Eucharist among Protestants of Pennsylvania’s Lancaster synod.


  341.22–23 Geneva and Heidelberg, . . . Augsburg] Factional centers during the Protestant Reformation and the battles between Calvinism and Lutheranism.


  342.8 nihil humani a me alienum] Latin: “Nothing human is alien to me,” from Heauton Timorumenos (The Self-Tormenter) by Roman playwright Publius Terentius Afer, known as Terence (c. 186–c. 159 B.C.E.).


  343.2 Dewey, Pestalozzi, and Montessori] Three educational reformers: the American John Dewey (1859–1952), the Swiss Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746–1827), and the Italian Maria Montessori (1870–1952).


  346.29 Maccabeean movement] Successful second-century B.C.E. Jewish rebellion against the Hellenistic king of the Seleucid Empire, of which Judea was at that time a province.


  347.13 Stendhal and Benjamin Constant] Stendhal, pseudonym of French novelist Marie-Henri Beyle (1783–1842), author of The Red and the Black (1830); Henri-Benjamin Constant de Rebecque (1767–1830), author of the novel Adolphe (1816), was a French political philosopher born in Switzerland and descended from French Huguenots.


  347.15 Manon] L’Histoire de Manon Lescaut (History of Manon Lescaut, 1731), novel by French author Abbé Prévost (1697–1763) and the basis for operas by Puccini and Massenet.


  347.24–25 Flowering Judas] The first short-story collection (1930) published by Katherine Anne Porter (1890–1980).


  350.7 lotos-land] Greek mythological island whose inhabitants eat the tranquilizing lotus plant; visited by Odysseus and his men in Book IX of The Odyssey.


  352.3 bierstube, lieder] German beer hall; German art songs from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


  352.32 Amiel] Henri-Frédéric Amiel (1821–1881), Swiss poet, philosopher, and diarist.


  352.37 Maurice Dekobra] Pseudonym of the French mystery writer Maurice Tessier (1885–1973).


  354.21 M. de Vogüé] Either Charles-Jean Melchior de Vogüé (1829–1916), French diplomat and archaeologist, or his nephew Eugène-Melchior de Vogüé, author of The Russian Novel (1886).


  361.20 eidos] The cultural content and expression of a particular group.


  361.21 Lazarus to their Dives] Parable in Luke 16 about the beggar (Lazarus) and the rich man (Dives).


  364.30 Ajaccio] Capital of the French Mediterranean island of Corsica.


  365.26 Maurice Baring’s] Maurice Baring (1874–1945), British novelist, dramatist, poet, and travel writer.


  367.1 Hobbesian Miranda] Self-interest was the prime human motivator for the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588–1679); in The Tempest, V.i.183–84, Miranda cries “O brave new world / That has such people in’t!”


  370.17 a New Woman] An emerging feminist; term first used by Sarah Grand in the North American Review in 1894.


  370.18 the femme savante school] A learned woman; the term has had a satirical aspect ever since Molière used it in the title of his 1672 comedy Les Femmes Savantes.


  370.27 English Ovals] An English oval-shaped cigarette that had a sophisticated aura, produced by Philip Morris beginning in 1854.


  371.28 Palladian façade] The classically regular appearance of an exterior created by the Italian architect Andrea Palladio (1508–1580).


  373.26 drunken Alcibiades and simple Agathon] Alcibiades (c. 450–404 B.C.E.), Athenian military hero and statesman who drunkenly orates about Socrates in Plato’s Symposium (c. 385–370 B.C.E.); the occasion is an entertainment given by the Athenian dramatist Agathon (c. 448–c. 400 B.C.E.).


  377.30–31 Dumas fils] Alexandre Dumas (1824–1895), French novelist and playwright; author of La Dame aux Camélias (Camille, 1848).


  379.30 Lydgate] John Lydgate (c. 1370–c. 1450), prolific English poet and Benedictine monk, whose works include The Fall of Princes (1430–38).


  381.10 Rorschach] Hermann Rorschach (1884–1922), Swiss psychoanalyst who developed the famous inkblot personality test.


  381.14 the Kenyon] The Kenyon Review, published at Kenyon College in Ohio and edited from 1939 to 1959 by New Critic and poet John Crowe Ransom (1888–1974).


  381.24 Petrus Borel] Joseph-Pierre Borel, known as Petrus Borel, French Romantic poète maudit (1809–1859).


  382.18 Leopardi] Giacomo Leopardi (1798–1837); Italian philosopher and poet.


  383.10 Schweikism] The thwarting of authority and the shirking of duty exemplified by the title character in the satirical novel The Good Soldier Schweik (1921–23, unfinished) by the Czech writer Jaroslav Hašek (1883–1923).


  384.10 Maintenon] Françoise d’Aubigné, Madame de Maintenon (1635–1719), the secret second wife of Louis XIV of France, accused by her enemies of having too great an influence on the king.


  388.5 FEPC] Fair Employment Practices Committee, established in 1941 to enforce President Roosevelt’s Executive Order 8802 banning discrimination by race and religion in employment in defense industries doing business with the U.S. government. Funding for the committee ended in 1946, and attempts to create a permanent FEPC were blocked by southern Democrats in Congress in 1949.


  388.20 la boxe] French: boxing.


  395.2 Oh, What a Tangled Web We Weave] From Sir Walter Scott’s epic poem Marmion (1513), Canto VI, XVII.


  396.19–20 all around Robin Hood’s barn] All the land around Sherwood Forest; an idiom for “the long way around” or “all over the place.”


  396.21 a Dutch uncle] A blunt giver of sometimes unwelcome advice.


  399.27 Diotima] The likely fictional female philosopher of nonsexual love in Plato’s Symposium (c. 385–370 B.C.E.) and the source for Socrates’s thinking on the subject.


  401.37 l’acte gratuit] French: an unmotivated, impulsive action. Phrase coined by André Gide in Les Caves du Vatican (1914).


  401.40 canaille] French: the rabble or the mob.


  402.16 précieuse] French: an affected and pretentious woman.


  402.25 faute de mieux] French: for want of something better.


  403.17–18 Sulla or Diocletian] Lucius Cornelius Sulla Felix (138–78 B.C.E.), brutal Roman general and dictator; Gaius Aurelius Valerius Diocletianus, known as Diocletian (245–313 C.E.), Roman emperor, 284–305, known both for his reforms and for terrible persecutions of Christians.


  403.26 Niebuhr and Barth] Protestant theologians Reinhold Niebuhr (1892–1971) and Karl Barth (1886–1968).


  404.4–5 Leibnitzian worlds] Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716), German rationalist philosopher, considered to be the originator of symbolic logic, believed that the divinely ordained universe was “the best of all possible worlds.”


  404.24–25 the doors slamming in the Doll’s House.] Norwegian dramatist Henrik Ibsen’s play A Doll’s House (1879), at the end of which its heroine, Nora, walks out on her husband and her children.


  405.7 coup de foudre] Literally, a thunderbolt; used figuratively to mean love at first sight.


  410.13 amici curiae] Friends of the court, not a party to the litigation at hand but allowed to offer advice or information.


  410.18 Wanamaker’s] Philadelphia’s first department store, with later branches in New York, London, and Paris.


  410.24 William Penn and the Indians] Penn (1644–1718), the Quaker founder of Pennsylvania, concluded treaties and maintained amicable relations with the state’s American Indians.


  411.4 grand right and left] Square dance move.


  414.11 the Declaration] The American Declaration of Independence (1776) asserts that “whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends [Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness] it is the Right of the People to alter or abolish it.”


  414.39 the nigger in the woodpile.] Familiar nineteenth-century American phrase, now obviously objectionable, indicating an important hidden fact.


  415.8 the Book] Finnegans Wake (1939).


  420.37 Blue Cross] Provider of health insurance and hospital care founded in 1929.


  423.36–37 Noah in his nakedness and commit the sin of Ham] In Genesis 9, Noah is seen drunk and naked in his tent by his son Ham, who then reports the occurrence to his brothers.


  425.22–24 “ ‘Oh, what care I . . . new-wedded lord?’ ”] From the traditional Scottish ballad “The Raggle Taggle Gypsies.”


  426.32 bien élevé] French: well-bred, i.e., well-mannered.


  426.40 Intourist guide] An assigned guide and ideological minder from the official Soviet tourist agency, who would make sure that travelers to the Soviet Union saw only what the government wished them to see.


  427.6 pourri] French: decayed; rotten.


  427.7–8 stink, like the estimable Father Zossima] The devout dying prelate in Book Six of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov (1880) whose followers expect that a miracle will occur upon his death; instead his body decomposes rapidly, which some of the monks interpret as proof that Zossima was a false teacher.


  430.9 “Mulligan’s Ball.”] “The Famous Mulligan Ball,” humorous song by Frank L. Stanton (1857–1927), poet and newspaper columnist from the American South.


  430.12 Nora Joyce] Nora Barnacle Joyce (1884–1951), the put-upon wife of James Joyce, who shared his long self-exile on the European continent. Their daughter, Lucia (1907–1982), was diagnosed in 1936 with schizophrenia.


  431.13 “Sans doute,”] French: Without a doubt.


  432.34–35 femme du monde . . . femme de trente ans in the style of Maupassant.”] French: woman of the world; woman of thirty years. La Femme de Trente Ans (1829–42) by Honoré de Balzac (1799–1850), not Maupassant, concerns the sexually unhappy marriage of its protagonist, Julie, who is thirty when she turns to adultery to escape her marriage; thirty was seen as the age when a woman’s vital forces were at their peak.


  433.1–2 one of the veils of Salome.] Salome’s seductive dance before Herod Antipas is mentioned or depicted, with or without veils, in the book of Matthew, a story by Gustave Flaubert, a play by Oscar Wilde, and an opera by Richard Strauss.


  433.30 Périgord] Area of southwestern France well-known for foie gras.


  438.21 La Tour] Georges de La Tour (1593–1652), French religious painter famous for his beautiful depictions of candlelight.


  441.19–20 A Portrait of the Artist—] James Joyce’s first novel, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916).


  443.12–13 “Jésus-Christ, c’était un fou qui se croyait Jésus-Christ.”] Proverbial phrase: Jesus Christ, it was a madman who believed Jesus Christ.


  443.16–17 the dark night of the soul.] Condition described in poem by Saint John of the Cross (1542–1591), Spanish mystic and saint.


  443.19 Thomas à Kempises] Thomas à Kempis (c. 1380–1471), German-born Dutch priest, author of the devotional book The Imitation of Christ (c. 1418–27).


  443.36 Noli me tangere.] “Touch me not” or “Don’t interfere with me.” In John 20:17, the resurrected Jesus tells Mary Magdalene: “Touch me not, for I am not yet ascended to my Father.”


  448.31 Warren Austin] Warren Robinson Austin (1877–1962), Republican senator from Vermont (1931–46) and U.S. ambassador to the United Nations (1947–53).


  448.32 creator of Li’l Abner] Cartoonist Al Capp, born Alfred Gerald Caplin (1909–1979), drew “Li’l Abner,” a satirical comic strip set in the southern town of Dogpatch, from the 1930s through much of the 1970s. Notably liberal during the time of McCarthy’s novel, Capp later moved to the political right.


  448.34 Amiel] See note 352.32.


  449.2 Pinkerton men] Employees of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency, the private security company founded in the 1850s by Allan Pinkerton (1819–1884).


  449.31 Saroyan] William Saroyan (1908–1981), Armenian American memoirist, fiction writer, and playwright, winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1940 for The Time of Your Life. In her Theatre Chronicles, McCarthy writes: “Saroyan is genuine, Saroyan is not mechanical, Saroyan is the real thing; he tells you this over and over again in the prefaces to his two plays. It is true. If you compare him with his contemporaries, Odets and Steinbeck, the purity of his work is blinding. Puerile and arrogant and sentimental as he may be, he is never cheap.”


  449.32 Leavis and the Cambridge school] F. R. Leavis (1895–1978), severe, influential British literary critic at the University of Cambridge; author of New Bearings in English Poetry (1932) and The Great Tradition (1948).


  450.5 réclames] French: publicity-attracting.


  450.19 Verlaine and Rimbaud.] French Symbolist poet Paul Verlaine (1844–1896) went to prison for shooting and wounding Arthur Rimbaud (1854–1891), the fiercely rebellious poet with whom he had a love affair in the 1870s.


  452.1 Morris Hirshfield’s women] Morris Hirshfield (1872–1946), Polish-born American artist who began painting in his sixties after life as a factory worker. His paintings frequently featured women with long, lush tresses.


  452.7 Furioso] Prestigious literary magazine cofounded at Yale in the late 1930s by undergraduates Reed Whittemore (1919–2012) and James Jesus Angleton (1917–1987), later a legendary CIA spy, whose sister Carmen was a close friend of McCarthy’s from the mid-1940s on.


  452.15 Grandma Moses] Nickname of Anna Mary Robertson Moses (1860–1961), popular American primitive painter.


  452.16 Partisan Review] Intellectual magazine founded in the 1930s and edited for many years by Philip Rahv and William Phillips. Home for many years to McCarthy’s “Theater Chronicle” as well as her essays and stories.


  452.20 poet-Pygmalion . . . Galatea] Galatea is the name given since the eighteenth century to the ivory statue that came to life after being carved by Pygmalion, the Cypriot sculptor in Ovid’s Metamorphoses (8 C.E.), who fell in love with it.


  455.2 au pied de la lettre] French: literally.


  455.16 the “thirteenth floor,” “Gospodin Mulcahy,” and so on.] Office and residential buildings often superstitiously refused to designate a thirteenth floor, skipping in their numeration from the twelfth to the fourteenth; “Gospodin” is a Russian honorific on the order of “Sir.”


  455.38 skunk-cabbages] Eastern North American plant that thrives in wetlands and has a bad smell.


  456.35–36 Dr. Williams, W. H. Auden, Cummings, Yvor Winters] William Carlos Williams (1883–1963), W. H. Auden (1907–1973), E. E. Cummings (1894–1962), and Yvor Winters (1900–1968) were all prominent poets of the period.


  456.38 Mr. Robert Hillyer] American poet (1895–1961) who strenuously criticized the award of the Bollingen Prize to Ezra Pound in 1949.


  457.33 Apollinaire] Guillaume Apollinaire (1880–1918), avant-garde French poet and critic who influenced the development of both Cubism and Surrealism.


  460.25 Lycidas] Milton’s 1637 elegy for his friend Edward King.


  460.27 Ransom . . . Tate] For John Crowe Ransom, see note 381.14. Allen Tate (1899–1979), poet and critic associated with both the New Critics and, along with Ransom, the Southern Fugitive school of poets.


  460.35 Epigones] The sons of the Argive heroes of the first Theban War, who are the subjects of Aeschylus’s play (see note 460.38).


  460.37 Epicycloids] Curves traced on the circumference of a circle by rolling it on the outside of a second circle.


  460.38 Adrastus] Greek mythological king of Argos, one of the “Seven Against Thebes” in Aeschylus’s play of that name (467 B.C.E.).


  462.10 Roman holiday] A sadistic public exhibition in which the spectators are delighted by witnessing the suffering and humiliation of others.


  462.25–26 the Skull and Bones society] See note 108.21.


  466.2–3 the followers of Ulysses . . . Circe’s spell.] Cf. Book X of The Odyssey, in which Ulysses’ men are turned into swine on the island of Aeaea.


  466.32 “Inouï!”] French: unheard of; unbelievable.


  472.34 dégagé] French: at ease; unconcerned.


  473.30 bed of nights] Bed at night, archaic.


  477.18 Cecil Beaton] British photographer (1904–1980) as well as costume and stage designer. His author portrait of McCarthy appeared on the dust jacket of A Charmed Life.


  478.18 the Christian Brothers’] Brand name of ports, sherries, and brandy produced by Heaven Hill Distilleries in Kentucky.


  478.20 the Pullman company] American manufacturer and operator of railroad sleeping cars in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.


  480.24 the Mantuan] An epithet for Virgil, born near the northern Italian city of Mantua in 70 B.C.E.


  480.35–36 Hermann Broch and The Death of Virgil.] Broch (1886–1951) was an Austrian writer whose novel appeared in 1945.


  481.9–11 the Prince-of-Peace eclogue . . . Dido’s speech] The fourth of Virgil’s ten Eclogues, written about 40 B.C.E., seems to foretell the coming of Christ; in Book 4 of Virgil’s Aeneid, Dido, wretched with passion for the departing Aeneas, gives an emotional speech before killing herself.


  481.26 Robespierre] Maximilien Robespierre (1758–1794), vengefully radical figure of the French Revolution.


  481.30 Calliope] In Greek mythology, the muse of epic poetry and eloquence.


  482.27–28 Empson . . . pastoral mode.] William Empson (1906–1984), an English literary critic whose works include Some Versions of Pastoral (1935).


  483.9 Janeite] Fervent fan and advocate of the works of Jane Austen.


  483.31 Lucretius] Roman philosopher and poet (c. 99–55 B.C.E.); author of De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things).


  484.28–29 Democritus and the atom] Greek philosopher (c. 460–c. 370 B.C.E.) who posited that matter was made up of a variety of particles too small to be seen.


  486.30 the Imagist movement] Early twentieth-century poetic movement that emphasized precision of language and description over abstract pronouncement and emotional rhetoric, famously exemplified in Ezra Pound’s brief poem “In a Station of the Metro.”


  487.6 The Outcasts of Poker Flat] American short story published in 1869 by Bret Harte (1836–1902) about the misadventures of a group of moral reprobates exiled from a California town.


  488.31–32 the old John Reed Club] Network of clubs for Marxist intellectuals operating from 1929 to 1935 and controlled by the U.S. Communist Party from 1930, named for John Reed (see note 114.6). The original Partisan Review, founded in 1934, came out of the John Reed Club of New York. The publication was reconstituted as an anti-Stalinist journal in 1937, prior to McCarthy’s long association with it.


  488.32 Party name] During the 1930s, protective aliases were frequently used by members of the American Communist Party.


  490.2 frays with the Bridges union] See note 332.26–27.


  490.3 the strike at Ohrbach’s] Workers struck at the Klein’s and Ohrbach’s department stores in New York’s Union Square in late 1934 and early 1935, using disruptive tactics that included the release of white mice inside one of the stores and having children enter another with balloons saying “Don’t Buy At Ohrbach’s!” McCarthy’s friend, novelist James T. Farrell, was among those who participated in a “Writers’ Day” of picketing.


  491.22–23 north-northwest . . . handsaw] In Hamlet, II.ii.378–79, the prince tells Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, “I am but mad north-north-west. When the wind is southerly, I know a hawk from a handsaw.”


  492.2 A Tygre’s Heart Wrapt in a Player’s Hyde] Famous put-down of the young William Shakespeare as an “upstart crow” by playwright Robert Greene (1558–1592).


  492.9 the Mermaid Tavern] London tavern not far from St. Paul’s Cathedral where Ben Jonson, Francis Beaumont, John Fletcher, and other seventeenth-century literary men—including, some say, Shakespeare—met on the first Friday of the month.


  492.35 John Brown’s Body] Blank-verse epic (1928) about the American abolitionist John Brown by the poet Stephen Vincent Benét (1898–1943).


  493.35 Mephistopheles] Devil of German legend who figures in the temptation of Faust, most famously in Christopher Marlowe’s 1604 play Doctor Faustus.


  495.21–23 hock and soda-water, . . . Byron] “Hock” is German white wine; “hock and soda-water” is the cure for a hangover that Byron recommends in the second canto of Don Juan (1821).


  495.24 locus classicus] Passage routinely cited in order to explain whatever point is at issue.


  503.21 Mount Nebo] See note 260.14.


  505.31 A.A.U.P.] See note 301.7.


  507.4–5 ‘A Cretan says, all Cretans are liars.’] The “liar paradox” attributed to Epimenides of Knossos, sixth century B.C.E.


  A CHARMED LIFE


  511.33–34 appealing for clemency . . . Portia] The well-known speech on “the quality of mercy” in The Merchant of Venice, IV.i.184–205.


  513.24–25 the field of Mars] In palmistry, the center of the palm.


  515.17 The Wild Duck] Ibsen’s drama of wayward idealism, first performed in 1885.


  519.19 W.C.T.U.] The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, founded in Ohio in 1874.


  520.15 the seacoast of Bohemia] The seacoast ascribed to landlocked Bohemia in Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, a geographical impossibility that Ben Jonson made fun of in 1619 in conversations recorded by William Drummond. McCarthy, who played Leontes in a Vassar production of The Winter’s Tale, is referring to New Leeds’s artistic or “bohemian” qualities.


  536.18 Moselle bottles] Mostly white wines made along the Moselle River in Germany.


  537.37 the Modern Library Zarathustra] Popular American edition of Nietzsche’s philosophical novel, Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883–91).


  538.26 Friedrich Barbarossa] Frederick I (c. 1123–1190), Holy Roman Emperor from 1152 to 1190.


  551.4 Piranesi or Callot] Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720–1778), Italian artist and architect, and Jacques Callot (c. 1592–1635), French painter.


  554.8 a Metropolitan] A member of the Metropolitan Club, private social club in New York City founded in 1891 by J. P. Morgan.


  555.16–17 Whitehead and Russell and Sullivan] For Whitehead, see note 310.40. English philosopher Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) and Harry Stack Sullivan (1892–1949), American psychiatrist known for his theory of interpersonal relationships.


  555.24 that notion in Dostoevski] In Notes from Underground (1864), Dostoevsky, skeptical of the sufficiency of scientific explanations, wrote, “The formula ‘two plus two equals five’ is not without its attractions.”


  555.39 Kierkegaard] Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855), Danish theologian and philosopher who declared that “Life can only be understood backwards; but it must be lived forwards.”


  558.6–7 Dali, . . . Max Ernst, . . . Reginald Marsh] Spanish Surrealist painter Salvador Dalí (1904–1989); Max Ernst, German Dadaist painter (1891–1976); and Reginald Marsh, American social realist painter (1898–1954).


  558.8–9 Braque and Juan Gris and Mondrian] French Cubist painter Georges Braque (1882–1963); Juan Gris, pseudonym of Spanish Cubist painter and sculptor José V. González (1887–1927); and Dutch “neoplastic” painter Piet Mondrian (1872–1944).


  558.25 Blake] William Blake (1757–1827), visionary English poet and painter.


  558.28–29 ‘There’s my last Duchess . . . alive.’] Slight variant of the first line of Robert Browning’s dramatic monologue, “My Last Duchess” (1842).


  559.3 Salon of the Refusés] Art exhibition in Paris in 1863, ordered to be held by Napoleon III after considerable public agitation, so that works rejected by the official Paris Salon, including Édouard Manet’s Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe, might be displayed.


  559.4 Whistler? Ruskin] American painter James Abbott McNeill Whistler (1834–1903) sued English art and cultural critic John Ruskin (1819–1900) for slander in 1878 for Ruskin’s criticisms of Whistler’s Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket (c. 1875); he won the suit and was awarded one farthing in damages.


  559.18 that fellow who was a doctor in New Jersey.] William Carlos Williams (1883–1963), New Jersey medical doctor whose epic poem Paterson (1946–58) took up five volumes.


  564.6 Bérénice] French playwright Jean Racine’s 1670 tragedy.


  568.8 chevalier à la rose] French: knight of the rose; also the youthful lover in Richard Strauss’s opera Der Rosenkavalier (1911).


  571.40 Bernhardt] The actress Sarah Bernhardt (1844–1923) wrote and starred in The Confession in 1888; it received only one performance.


  576.7–8 Abraham entertaining the angels, unawares.] In Genesis 18:2, Abraham is visited by three men he doesn’t know to be angels. And Hebrews 13:2 warns: “Be not forgetful to entertain strangers; for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.”


  577.10 Goering] Hermann Göring (1893–1946), the heavy-set Nazi leader and war criminal, commanded the German air force, 1935–45, and was Hitler’s designated successor from December 1934 until April 1945.


  579.5 Roundhead] Nickname for parliamentary antagonists of King Charles I during the English Civil War (1642–51), derived from the close Puritan haircut.


  579.9 Vincent de Paul] French Catholic priest and later saint (1581–1660) known for his devotion to the poor.


  582.13 weighed . . . and found wanting.] Cf. Daniel 5:27.


  583.30 Bluebeard] Figure of French folklore; a serial murderer of his own wives.


  585.19–20 Pollock or DeKooning] Abstract Expressionist painters Jackson Pollock (1912–1956) and Willem de Kooning (1904–1997).


  596.5 a posse rather than an esse] Latin: a possibility rather than an actuality.


  601.33–34 ‘He hath a daily beauty . . . ugly.’] Iago’s comment on Cassio, Othello, V.i.19–20.


  603.13 lily cups] Reusable menstrual device that can be employed instead of a tampon.


  603.38–39 ‘Let your light so shine . . . men.’] Matthew 5:16.


  606.20 Behold the handmaiden of the Lord—] Mary’s words to the angel Gabriel, accepting her role in the Incarnation of Christ (Luke 1:38).


  607.7 S.P.C.C.] Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children.


  609.28 the rich young man in the Bible] In Mark 10:17–31, Jesus tells a wealthy young man: “One thing thou lackest: go thy way, sell whatsoever thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, take up the cross, and follow me.” In the same episode he tells his disciples: “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God.”


  610.5 Bosch] Hieronymus Bosch (c. 1450–1516), Dutch painter famous for teeming and often horrific scenes.


  616.16 a bottle of Imperial] Probably a bottle of Imperial American Whiskey, a cheap whiskey produced in Bardstown, Kentucky.


  624.7 Noli me tangere.] See note 443.36.


  625.30 Sanka] Decaffeinated instant coffee, available in the U.S. since about 1910.


  634.34–35 Masefield’s English translation] The English poet John Masefield (1878–1967) published translations of Racine’s Esther and Bérénice in 1922.


  641.6–7 “Never apologize, never explain,”] One variation of an adage sometimes credited to Benjamin Jowett (1817–1893), Oxford classical scholar and translator.


  642.5 that awful creature in Madame Bovary.] The moneylender Lheureux, who ruins Charles and Emma Bovary in Flaubert’s 1856 novel.


  643.2–3 “Titus reginam Beronicen, . . . invitus invitam.”] In his preface to Bérénice, Racine quotes Suetonius: “Titus, who loved Berenice passionately, and who even, as was believed, had promised to marry her, sent her away from Rome, against his will and against hers, in the first days of his reign.” (See also note 564.6.)


  644.18 locus classicus] See note 495.24.


  644.30 Corneille] Pierre Corneille (1606–1684), French tragic dramatist and author of Le Cid (c. 1636). See also note 653.1.


  646.24 A ficelle.] Something slight and inconsequential; literally, a piece of string.


  646.24–25 ‘Marion pleure, . . . marie,’] The “Marion” lyric—which was not coined by Voltaire—translates as “Marion wept, Marion cried, Marion wanted to be a bride.” From an old French song; applied to Racine’s Bérénice by French writer Claude Chapelle (1626–1686), a friend of Racine’s.


  647.10 détestaient les rois.] French: hated the kings.


  648.10–13 “Oui, madame, et je dois . . . l’univers.”] From Act V, Scene 6:


  Yes, Madam, and I have even less to say.


  I am ready for your sake to throw away the empire,


  Follow you and go, so happy with my chains,


  And sigh with you at the end of the universe.


  648.14 the Duke of Windsor] The title of Edward VIII (1894–1972) following his abdication of the British throne, in 1936, in order to marry the twice-divorced Wallis Simpson.


  648.23–26 “Vous même rougiriez . . . l’amour.”] From Act V, Scene 6:


  You would yourself blush at my loose conduct


  You would regret to have walking in your train,


  An unworthy emperor, without empire, without power,


  Base spectacle to men of the weakness of love.


  650.6–7 that French schoolmaster . . . Alsace-Lorraine.] “Monsieur Hamel,” the protagonist of a short story, “The Last Class,” by Alphonse Daudet (1840–1897). Set in 1872 after the Germans have conquered Alsace-Lorraine, the story shows a schoolmaster who must stop teaching because henceforth all instruction in the region will have to be conducted in German.


  651.16–20 “Mais voulez-vous . . . l’outrage.”] From Act IV, Scene 2:


  But do you want to be seen in such extreme disorder?


  Madame, resign yourself and get in control:


  Let me fix these slipped veils,


  And these loose hairs that hide your eyes;


  Let me repair the outrage of your tears.


  651.25 “Laisse, laisse, . . . ouvrage.”] From Act IV, Scene 2:


  Let it be, Let it be, [Phénice], he’ll see his work.


  651.30–33 “Sur Titus et sur moi, . . . l’univers.”] From Act V, Scene 7:


  Set your course on Titus and on me.


  I love him, I flee it; Titus loves me; it leaves me.


  Bear away from me your sighs and your chains.


  Farewell. The three of us serve as an example to the world.


  652.12–13 the influence of Port Royal on Racine] Racine attended the Jansenist religious school Petites écoles de Port-Royal, which operated from 1637 to 1660 and included among its teachers Blaise Pascal (1623–1662). See also note 564.6.


  652.19–20 Jansenist] The doctrines of Cornelius Jansen (1585–1638), whose severe Catholic theology, judged to be heretical, posited a form of predestination that discounted the role of free will and good works in obtaining salvation.


  652.36 He wrote a Bérénice too] Corneille’s Tite et Bérénice (1670) premiered in Paris eight days after Racine’s Bérénice, which would turn out to be more popular. The rivalry between the two playwrights was sharp.


  653.1 Cinna or the Cid.] Tragedies by Corneille first performed, respectively, in 1643 and 1637.


  653.1–2 ‘Je suis maître . . . l’être.’] From Cinna, V.iii.34–35: “I am master of myself, as of the universe. I am, and I wish to be so.”


  653.9–10 ‘Vénus toute entière à sa proie attachée,’] From Racine’s Phèdre, I, Scene 3.iii.161: “Venus fixed completely on her prey.”


  657.35–36 ‘I have done the state some service and they know’t.’] Part of Othello’s speech, delivered just before he stabs himself, in V.ii.339.


  658.33 Jones’s interpretation] A Freudian analysis of Hamlet, developed over decades by the British psychoanalyst Ernest Jones (1879–1958) and published fully in Hamlet and Oedipus (1949).


  659.9–10 as Kant saw] In The Critique of Pure Reason (1781) Kant asks: “What can I know? What should I do? What may I hope?”


  660.18 Antigone] Sophocles’s tragedy (c. 440 B.C.E.) about Antigone’s determination to bury her brother, the rebel Polyneices, against the dictates of Creon, the king of Thebes.


  660.20–21 Saint Joan or Don Juan in Hell] Plays by George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950) first performed in 1923 and 1915. Don Juan in Hell was originally Act III of Man and Superman (1905).


  671.6–7 invitus, invitam] Latin: against his will; against her will. See also note 643.2–3.


  679.28–29 ‘Twenty-one apparitions . . . coathanger.’] In his poem “The Apparitions” (1938), William Butler Yeats actually mentions fifteen apparitions, not twenty-one.


  687.31 S.P.C.C.] See note 607.7.


  713.1–2 Vronsky and Anna] Adulterous lovers in Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1875–77).


  713.2–3 “Vil spectacle . . . l’amour.”] In Racine’s Bérénice, Act V, Scene 6, Titus speaks to Berenice of the “Base spectacle to men of all love’s weakness.”


  719.34–35 ‘A little knowledge is a dangerous thing.’] Common misquotation of Alexander Pope’s line (“A little learning is a dangerous thing”) in An Essay on Criticism (1711).


  721.5–6 “Behave so that thy maxim could be a universal law.”] The categorical imperative that Kant proposed in Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals (1785).


  727.16–18 “Father, let this cup . . . understands me?”] Christ’s words in Matthew 26:39; the last words (“All may be well”) of Claudius’s “O, my offense is rank” soliloquy in Hamlet, III.iii.72; quotation from Joyce’s Finnegans Wake.


  755.1 “Integer vitae, scelerisque purus,”] From Horace, Odes, I.22: “The good man innocent of sin.”


  STORIES FROM CAST A COLD EYE


  759.16–17 Persephone’s hand . . . pomegranate seed] In Greek mythology, after her abduction by Hades, Persephone was tricked into eating pomegranate seeds, and because she had eaten food in the underworld, she was thereafter required to spend a portion of every year with Hades.


  762.33 stereopticon] Nineteenth-century slide projector that merged two images into one, creating an illusion of three-dimensionality.


  767.5 Victory garden] Americans, like their allies abroad, were encouraged to support the effort to win World War II by growing as many of their own vegetables as possible. In New York City, both Rockefeller Plaza and Riverside Park were turned into Victory gardens.


  767.20–21 Bonwit Teller, Mark Cross] For Bonwit Teller, see note 170.7–8. Mark Cross, a high-end leather goods retailer founded in 1854, had its principal store in Manhattan. From 1934 to 1955 the firm was run by Gerald Murphy, famous for being F. Scott Fitzgerald’s friend.


  778.29 a via vitae] Latin: the road of life; in John 14:6, Jesus says, “I am the way and the truth and the life.”


  786.13 Redon] Odilon Redon (1840–1916), French Symbolist painter.


  789.6 sanforized] The Sanforization process, which was patented in 1930 by Sanford Lockwood Cluett, preshrinks cotton fabric so that it does not continue to shrink after washings by the purchaser.


  789.28 Bellevue] America’s oldest public hospital, founded in 1736 and located on First Avenue in New York City, famous for its treatment of psychiatric cases.


  795.23 Norman Corwin] Corwin (1910–2011) was a producer and writer of radio dramas and other programming from the late 1930s to the early 1950s.


  795.24–25 Red Network] Radio network of the National Broadcast Company, founded in 1926 and after 1943 operating as NBC Radio.


  799.34 table-d’hôte] French: fixed-price meal at a restaurant.


  804.6–7 Benedetto Croce] Croce (1866–1952), an Italian philosopher and writer on aesthetics.


  805.25 Qui passe?] French: Who goes there?


  807.6 Gold Flake] Brand of Indian cigarettes sold in Great Britain for much of the twentieth century.


  807.18–19 the Duke of Windsor talking in a cockney accent] Edward, Duke of Windsor (for whom, see note 648.14), sometimes spoke with traces of both American and Cockney accents, the result of exposure to them as well as affectation.


  807.32 the Faubourg St. Germain] Parisian district in the 7th arrondissement; the residence of socially prominent and noble families.


  807.36 Petit Trianon] Eighteenth-century château on the grounds of Versailles, the favored retreat of Marie Antoinette, where she affected a rustic simplicity.


  808.1–2 Mme Pompadour’s bedroom at the Frick museum] A room at the Frick Collection in New York City contains eight gauzy paintings full of nymphs and cherubs that were once believed to have been commissioned by Jeanne-Antoinette Poisson, Madame de Pompadour (1721–1764), mistress of Louis XV. They are now attributed to the studio of her favorite painter, François Boucher (1703–1770).


  808.2–3 the Sforzas . . . Castello] Dynastic Milanese family, owners of the castle (Castello Sforzesco) constructed by Francesco Sforza, Duke of Milan, during the fifteenth century. It was rebuilt as a museum after damage during the Allied aerial bombardment of Milan in World War II.


  808.3–4 at Stra . . . Pisani.] Stra is a Venetian town; it contains the Villa Pisani located on the Brenta River canal.


  808.7 Mme Verdurin] Social climber in Proust’s novel In Search of Lost Time (1913–27).


  808.37 Dr.-Livingstone-I-presume] Greeting said to have been uttered by the journalist Henry Morton Stanley (1841–1904) when he discovered, near Africa’s Lake Tanganyika, the long-lost explorer and medical missionary, David Livingstone (1813–1873).


  809.1–2 to invert Wordsworth . . . poetical] In the Biographia Literaria (1817), while discussing his collaboration with Wordsworth on the Lyrical Ballads, Coleridge writes: “it was agreed, that my endeavours should be directed to persons and characters supernatural, or at least romantic, yet so as to transfer from our inward nature a human interest and a semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these shadows of imagination that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith.”


  809.17 Domodossola] Piedmontese town near the Italian-Swiss border.


  809.29–30 “Qu’est-ce que se passe?”] French: What’s happening?


  809.30–32 “Rien . . . C’est des amis qui rencontrent des amis.”] “Nothing . . . it’s some friends meeting friends.”


  810.3 “Ite, missa est”] See note 333.2.


  810.24 “Togliatti!”] Palmiro Togliatti (1893–1964), general secretary of the Italian Communist Party from 1927 to 1964 and Italy’s minister of justice, 1945–46.


  810.39 The Possessed] Novel by Fyodor Dostoevsky, first published in Russian in 1871–72; translated into English in 1916.


  811.7–8 Peace Conference . . . Molotov.] Vyacheslav Molotov (1890–1986), Soviet foreign minister, 1939–49 and 1953–56, represented the U.S.S.R. at the 1946 Paris Peace Conference, during which treaties ending World War II were negotiated between the Allies and Italy, Romania, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Finland.


  811.19 Parigi, Pace] Italian: Paris, Peace.


  812.1 Puvis de Chavannes] French painter and muralist (1824–1898).


  812.20–21 très mignon . . . gentil . . . joli garçon] French: very cute; nice; pretty boy.


  815.3 the famous Galleria] Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II, Milanese shopping mall open since 1877.


  817.7 the Liberators] American B-24 Liberator bombers attacked targets in Milan several times from March to October 1944. The damage to the Sforza castle, however, was done by British night raids in August 1943.


  817.14 Filippo Lippi Madonna] Likely Madonna of Humility (1430) by the Italian painter Fra Filippo Lippi (c. 1406–1469).


  817.30 Baedeker] Popular travel guides published in Germany by Karl Baedeker beginning in 1827.


  819.16–17 Saltimbocca] Italian dish made of veal and prosciutto as well as sage or basil. Literally, Italian for “jumps in the mouth.”


  819.23 “The Prisoner of Chillon”] Narrative poem written by Byron in 1816 about the imprisonment of a monk, François Bonivard.


  820.15 Narcissa] Female form of Narcissus, the beautiful young figure of Greek mythology who fell in love with his own reflection.


  821.19 campos and the trattorias] Italian: playing fields and casual restaurants.


  822.4 mercerias] Notions sold in a haberdashery.


  822.29 cotolette] Breaded veal cutlets.


  823.1 Franklin Simon] New York City department store that operated from 1902 to 1979.


  823.34 vin du pays] French: local wine.


  824.32 letto matrimoniale] Italian: double bed.


  824.36 orange sticks] Small toiletry tool for cleaning nails and pushing cuticles back.


  825.7 Caro] Italian: dear.


  825.12–13 Piazza San Marco, to Harry’s Bar] Piazza San Marco, Venice’s main square and the location of St. Mark’s church. Harry’s Bar is a popular tourist bar and restaurant located on the Calle Vallaresso since 1931.


  825.18 oubliette] Literally a “forgotten chamber”; a hidden dungeon that can be entered only from a hatchway in its ceiling.


  826.26–27 the Palladian front of San Giorgio] The Italian architect Andrea Palladio (1508–1580) designed the Venetian church of San Giorgio Maggiore, built between 1566 and 1610.


  828.23 Inglesi’s] Italian: English people’s.


  829.24–25 a Fuller Brush man] From 1906 until 1985, products of the Fuller Brush Company were sold entirely by door-to-door salespeople.


  836.29 non-Detecto scales] Throughout the twentieth century the Detecto Scale Company, founded in New York in 1900, dominated the manufacture and sale of scales for butchers, bakers, doctors, and private homes.


  840.24 Augustus John] Post-Impressionist Welsh painter (1878–1961) best known for his portraits and his flamboyant romantic life.


  840.26 a point du départ] French: point of departure.


  843.27 invidia] Italian: jealousy or envy.


  843.27–29 “Cast a cold eye . . . pass by”] Epitaph of W. B. Yeats; the last three lines of his poem “Under Ben Bulben” (1939).


  845.8–9 en brosse] Short crew or buzz cut that leaves the individual hairs standing up as bristles.


  UNCOLLECTED STORIES


  851.1–2 the guns at Camp Edwards] U.S. military training base, established in 1931 on Cape Cod. During World War II it served as a training ground for anti-aircraft troops.


  852.10 “Die Lorelei.”] Popular song (1837) by German composer Friedrich Silcher (1789–1860), which set to music Heinrich Heine’s (1797–1856) well-known 1824 poem.


  852.12–13 “My mother sells snow to the snowbirds”] Lyric from bawdy song “How the Money Rolls In,” a version of which is included in Carl Sandburg’s American Songbag (1927). Sung to the tune of “My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean.”


  852.21–27 Die schönste . . . Kamme] Heinrich Heine, Die Lorelei (1822). Translation from Poems of Heinrich Heine: Three Hundred and Twenty-Five Poems, trans. Louis Untermeyer (1917):


  And on one peak, half-dreaming


  She sits, enthroned and fair;


  Like a goddess, dazzling and gleaming,


  She combs her golden hair.


  With a gold comb she is combing . . .


  865.11 Maecenas] From Gaius Cilnius Maecenas (68–8 B.C.E.), a political advisor to the Roman emperor Caesar Augustus, who was renowned for his patronage of the arts.


  865.39 “ Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?”] Latin: Who watches the watchers? From Juvenal’s Satire 6.


  867.21 Noxzema] Skin cream originally developed for sunburn and eczema (the cream was originally called “no-eczema”) invented by Francis J. Townsend in the late nineteenth century and first sold commercially in 1914.


  867.38 Stekel] Wilhelm Stekel (1868–1940), Austrian psychoanalyst and student of Freud’s.


  868.1 Ferenczi] Sándor Ferenczi (1873–1933), Hungarian psychoanalyst who proposed that during analysis sessions the psychoanalyst be more actively engaged and verbally responsive than Freud had recommended.


  874.34 Silex] Coffeepot made from Pyrex, Corning’s ovenproof glass.


  876.16 homo faber] Latin: man the maker.


  880.35–36 “Ausable Chasm,” “Howe Caverns,” “Desert of Maine”] Three popular natural tourist attractions in the northeastern United States: a gorge sometimes called the “Grand Canyon of the Adirondacks”; a cave in upstate New York visited by vacationers since the 1840s; and a stretch of silt left by a glacier, near Freeport, Maine.


  894.9 the Corriere della Sera, La Stampa, and Il Giorno.] Italian daily newspapers, the first and third from Milan, and the second from Turin.


  897.39 “i francesi,”] Italian: The French.


  898.24 “Une petite station balnéaire,”] French: A small seaside resort.


  898.26 “Plage modeste,”] A small beach.


  898.38 “en panne.”] Out of order.


  899.8–12 “Venga, venga!” . . . Con Romeo?”] Italian: Come, come! . . . Wait! . . . French: Jean, where is Jean? Where is the mattress? . . . Italian: Where is your hat? Where is Michel? Where is Mark? They are already on the way? With Romeo?


  900.33 a Tintoretto “Last Judgement,”] Tintoretto, born Jacopo Robusti (c. 1518–1594), Italian Mannerist painter whose oil painting Last Judgment (c. 1560–62) is in the Madonna dell’Orto church in Venice.


  901.12–13 Castelnuovo, where Dante had stayed] Dante Alighieri visited Castelnuovo Magra in Liguria in 1306.


  902.16 “Qu’est-ce qu’il dit, maman?”] French: What is he saying, mama?


  902.37 Ecoute, Arturo. Figure-toi.”] Listen, Arturo. Just imagine.


  902.38–39 “Mais c’est vrai, maman! . . . Catherine?”] But it is true, mama! . . . It is true, mama . . . It is true, isn’t it, Catherine?


  903.3 “Tais-toi, François!”] Shut up, François!


  903.5 Filles des Obscurs Intellectuels de Gauche.] A whimsical mock organization: Daughters of Obscure Left-Wing Intellectuals.


  903.6 “C’est dégoutant,”] It’s disgusting.


  903.15 “Mais c’est merveilleux!”] But it’s wonderful!


  903.20 “Et les juifs, et les juifs, papa!”] And the Jews, and the Jews, papa!


  903.26–27 “Pauvre papa, . . . je le suis!”] Poor papa, . . . You’re not Jewish; but I am!


  903.28–29 “Modeste station . . . les juifs.”] A small seaside resort, much frequented by Jews.


  904.4 “Il cherche le nez,”] He looks for the nose.


  904.6–7 “Vous avez tort, . . . les juifs.] You are wrong, my boy. I like the Jews.


  904.39–40 Sartre or Françoise Sagan] Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980), French existentialist philosopher and man of letters; Sagan, pseudonym of Françoise Quoirez (1935–2004), French novelist whose first book, Bonjour Tristesse (1954), made her a youthful phenomenon.


  905.6 “Vous n’aimez pas la nourriture italienne,”] You don’t like Italian food.


  905.8–10 “Mais non, . . . français.”] But no, . . . Steak et frites is quite French.


  905.27–29 “Lo spiaggione, . . . Parla dello spiaggione.”] Italian: The big beach . . . He says the big beach.


  905.29–30 “La grande plage, grand-papa, . . . J’ai compris,”] French: The big beach, grandfather. . . . Yes, my child. I understood.


  905.32–33 “Quelle horreur! . . . Arturo?] How awful! Ruined, eh, Arturo?


  905.35 “J’ai raison, eh?”] I’m right, eh?


  907.3 “Mais c’est tout à fait différent!”] But it’s quite different!


  908.29 “Qu’est-ce qui se passe?”] What’s happening?


  908.31–32 “C’est les Allemands, . . . Porto Quaglia.”] It’s the Germans, Elisabeth! . . . They’re at Sarzana. They have discovered Porto Quaglia.


  908.35 “Cosa, signora? Cosa?”] Italian: What, ma’am? What?


  908.36 “I tedeschi, Anna, . . . Son arrivati qui.”] Germans, Anna. . . . They have arrived here.


  908.38–39 “Dove? Dove sono, . . . albergo?”] Where? Where are they, professor? . . . At a hotel?


  908.39–909.1 “Non è vero, Anna. Almeno è un po’ esagerato.”] It’s not true, Anna. At least it’s a little exaggerated.


  910.4–5 A Ste.-Geneviève at the gates of Paris] Patron saint of Paris (c. 422–c. 500), whose call to prayer was believed to have saved the city from Attila the Hun in 451 C.E.


  910.16 “Ils ont leurs espions!”] French: They have their spies!


  910.33 a Panzer division] An armored division in the German army.


  910.40 “ein kleines Fischerdorf.”] German: a small fishing village.


  911.1 “Ja, ja, wunderschön!”] Yes, yes, beautiful!


  911.6 “Zimmer und Frühstück,” “Lebensmittel”] Bed and Breakfast. Groceries.


  911.15–16 “Écoute, Hélène, . . . à Sarzana.”] French: Listen, Hélène. Frank just met two individuals at Sarzana.


  911.21 “Tu vois?”] You see?


  911.22 “Franchement, je les déteste,”] Frankly, I hate them.


  911.27–29 “Soyez sérieux, Mike, . . . touriste moyen.] Be serious, Mike. You know better. We’re talking about the average tourist.


  911.31–33 Là il y a l’histoire, . . . à nous.”] There is history, monuments! History, monuments belong to all the world. . . . But Porto Quaglia belongs to us.


  912.13–14 “Aide-moi, Arturo. . . . le plan légal.”] Help me, Arturo. . . . He’s right, Hélène. On the legal plan.


  912.21 the execution of Caryl Chessman.] Chessman (1921–1960), the “Red Light Bandit,” was convicted of robbery, kidnapping, and rape in 1948 and eventually put to death by the State of California in the gas chamber at San Quentin. (At the time, kidnapping with bodily harm was a capital offense in California.) Chessman studied law and wrote four books while on Death Row, and his case prompted an outcry over capital punishment.


  912.28 Harry’s Bar] See note 825.12–13.


  913.9 “Ma fille . . . Calme-toi.”] My daughter . . . Calm down.


  913.30 “J’ai trop bu à déjeuner,”] I drank too much at lunch.


  913.39 “Tu l’as fait exprès, Maurice,”] You did it on purpose, Maurice.


  914.6 “Peut-être,”] Possibly.


  914.10–13 “Maman a parfaitement raison! . . . comme ça.”] Mama is perfectly right. It’s him, I’m sure of it, who denounced Porto Quaglia to the Germans. He turned pale, like this.


  914.27 “Je ne crois pas,”] I don’t believe it.


  914.28 “La Voix de la Raison a parlé,”] The Voice of Reason has spoken.


  914.30 “Mais en tout cas ce n’est pas une injure,”] But in any case, this isn’t an insult.


  914.36 “Mais il n’était pas pro-allemand,”] But he was not pro-German.


  915.5–6 “C’est plutôt un juif . . . papa!”] Rather he is a German Jew who became English. . . . But you’re crazy, papa!


  915.7 “Favole!”] Italian: Fables!


  915.15–16 “Ce n’est pas à cause de mon père,”] French: This is not because of my father.


  915.33–34 the Lorelei, Brigitte Bardot] Seductive siren or mermaid who lives upon a rock (also called the Lorelei) above the Rhine; see also note 852.10. Brigitte Bardot (b. 1934), French actress who was a voluptuous film star of the 1950s and 1960s.


  916.33–34 Marlowe and the School of Night] Circle of Elizabethan writers inclined toward atheism, thought to include Christopher Marlowe (1564–1593), Sir Walter Raleigh (1554–1618), and George Chapman (c. 1559–1634).


  917.18–23 “Le Bâton de Jacob . . . O’Hare?”] Jacob’s Rod and The Three Kings is the same constellation, isn’t it, Monsieur O’Hare?


  917.28 “l’alfiere.”] Italian: the standard-bearer.


  919.4–5 Chinotto] Italian orange carbonated soft drink.


  919.22 the too too solid flesh] Cf. Hamlet, I.ii.129.


  919.33 “Sprechen Sie Deutsch?”] German: Do you speak German?


  919.40–920.4 “Francobolli, per favore, . . . Per la Germania? . . . Deutschland?”] Italian: Stamps, please. . . . For Germany? . . . German: Germany?


  920.11 “Après dix ans c’est un peu fort,”] French: After ten years it is a bit much.


  920.13–14 “Comme c’est beau! . . . quanti tedeschi.”] How beautiful it is! . . . Italian: For them, now we’re all Germans.


  920.27 “Mais qu’est-ce que tu as, ma petite?”] French: But what’s wrong, my little one?


  920.36 Stendhal] See note 347.13.


  921.1–3 “Mais c’est inouï! . . . se cacher!”] But it’s unheard of! . . . That my father cannot go out in public because of these Germans! It is they who should have to hide.


  921.8 Covermark] Concealer makeup for blemishes and birthmarks patented in 1932.


  921.30–32 “No, Paulo, . . . All’altra spiaggia.”] Italian: No, Paula, not Rocca Bianca. . . . There are too many people. The other beach.


  922.15–16 Garibaldi mustaches] Giuseppe Garibaldi (1807–1882), a central figure in the history of Italian unification, wore a full beard and robust mustache.


  924.7–8 Arturo pense la même chose.”] French: Arturo thinks the same thing.


  924.24 “C’est-à-dire le marbre,”] That is to say, the marble.


  925.36 Millet] French painter Jean-François Millet (1814–1875), perhaps best known for realistic rural scenes such as The Sower and The Angelus.


  926.14 “Il justifie le capitalisme,”] He justifies capitalism.


  926.16–19 “Il justifie le progrès, . . . Moi non,”] He justifies progress. . . . And you are against progress? . . . But naturally. . . . Me also. . . . Not me.


  926.20–21 “Regarde-moi ça, . . . Allemands.”] Look at that, papa! . . . My children have become conservative, thanks to the Germans.


  926.33 “Viens, mon fils, . . . C’est l’heure.”] Come, my son. It’s time.


  926.37 “Regarde, mon fils,”] Look, my son.


  927.1–3 “Elles sont belles, . . . Pourquoi?”] They are beautiful, these mountains? . . . Yes. . . . Why?


  927.5–8 “Parce que le marbre . . . pas le progrès.”] Because the marble looks like snow. . . . It’s all a trick. It’s false snow. And it doesn’t justify progress.


  927.13–14 “Elles sont loin, les carrières.”] They are far, the quarries.


  927.18–19 “Visitate le cave di marmo,”] Italian: Visit the marble quarries.


  927.37 “Bien sûr,”] French: Of course.


  928.15 “Ça suffit, papa!”] That’s enough, papa!


  929.3–4 “Mais tu t’es . . . Sûrement.”] But you are wrong, Maurice. Surely.


  931.7 “On peut visiter, maman?”] Can we visit, mama?


  931.15 “Qu’est-ce que tu es venu chercher ici, papa?”] What did you come to look for here, papa?


  931.17–18 “Rien, . . . Une petite distraction.”] Nothing. . . . A small distraction.


  931.27 “Très laid,”] Very ugly.


  931.29–30 “François a eu raison. . . . la vraie neige.”] François was right. It is fake snow. Like in the theater. We like it because we like the true snow.


  931.37–38 “C’est moi, tu le sais, qui l’a faussée.”] It’s me, you know, who is fake.


  932.8 “Ce qui est vrai, Hélène, c’est le travail.”] What is true, Hélène, is the work.


  932.12 “J’aime les vacances. Je déteste le travail,”] I love vacations. I hate work.


  932.16 “Et comment c’était, dans la carrière?”] And how was it, in the quarry?


  932.19 “C’est pas joli,”] It’s not pretty.


  932.33–34 “ ‘Ah, comme elles sont belles, . . . Nature!’ ”] ‘Ah, how beautiful they are, the marble mountains!’ ‘I love Nature!’


  932.38–39 “Surtout les âmes sensibles.”] Especially sensitive souls.


  933.2 “Je ne sais pas,”] I don’t know.


  933.4–5 “les vacances payées.”] Paid vacations.


  933.17–18 “Il faut avoir une réponse, Hélène. . . . de savoir.”] You must have an answer, Helene. This is an important issue. The whole world has a right to know.


  933.22–23 “Un château en Espagne?”] A castle in Spain?


  933.25–26 “Bon, donc. Au travail.”] Well, then. To work.


  933.30 “Oui, c’était beau,”] Yes, it was beautiful.
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