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  ELIZABETH HARDWICK (1916–2007) was born in Lexington, Kentucky, and educated at the University of Kentucky and Columbia University. A recipient of a Gold Medal from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, she is the author of three novels, a biography of Herman Melville, and four collections of essays. She was a co-founder and advisory editor of The New York Review of Books and contributed more than one hundred reviews, articles, reflections, and letters to the magazine. NYRB Classics publishes Sleepless Nights, a novel, and Seduction and Betrayal, a study of women in literature.
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  Introduction


  Elizabeth Hardwick, born in Lexington, Kentucky, in 1916, said that if she had to come from the South, she didn’t mind it being the Upper South, because even though a lot of nonsense about the Confederacy could be found in Kentucky as readily as anywhere else, for some reason when she was growing up, coming from a border state made her feel less complicit as a white person in the racial order all around her. She said she was probably as terrified as a black Northerner when in the Deep South, afraid that other white people might read her mind and discover her scorn for the exculpatory stories they in cotton country told themselves. She said that as distressing to her as the urban unrest and her fear of black militants in the 1960s had been, that was preferable to the way things used to be, having to pretend that black people did not exist, looking through them on the street.


  And yet she herself could seem so Southern, in the captivating cadences of her speech, the brilliant charm of her manner. Her whole body was engaged when she got into the rhythm of her conversation. She touched her hair; she touched the arm of the person she was talking to; her hands conducted the music of the point she was making. When being ironic, mischievous, she rocked her shoulders like Louis Armstrong. She swayed with laughter — she had a most beautiful smile. She agreed that her dance was intended to disarm, a disguise she could hide behind so that she could get away with letting someone have it, really giving that person the once over for the shortcomings of his or her argument. For Hardwick, the segregated South of her upbringing made for a weak argument, and she was at her most pleasantly cutting when holding forth, as she liked to describe it, about the white Southerner’s pretensions, particularly those associated with the old family silver and what she called the region’s “false Cavalierism.”


  Elizabeth, the narrator of Hardwick’s acclaimed autobiographical novel, Sleepless Nights, published in 1979, reflects that her mother


  
    had in many ways the nature of an exile, although her wanderings and displacements had been only in North Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and Kentucky. I never knew anyone so little interested in memory, in ancestors, in records, in sweetened back-glancing sceneries, little adornments of pride. Sometimes she would mention with a puzzled frown The Annals of Tennessee, by her grandfather with the same name, but she had never read it.

  


  In Hardwick’s New York home, a copy of The Annals of Tennessee to the End of the Eighteenth Century, by J.G.M. Ramsey, published in 1853, was stored on a closet shelf, left to hold its own against several volumes on the same shelf that had to do with the history of Robert Lowell’s family and the writing of Life Studies, including old Mrs. Lowell’s Jung. Fiction, yes, but also in real life to have come from a poor family was a little less shaming if that family’s roots went back to respectable Scottish Presbyterian stock.


  Yet Hardwick regretted that one of her surviving sisters resented that Elizabeth in the novel says her family had been poor. She’d always been careful of their feelings. Hardwick has the narrator in an early short story, “Evenings at Home,” published in 1948, make fun of herself for expecting the worse when she returns to her small-town family after a few years in New York City. After that, worry enough, Hardwick didn’t want to write about her family. She said that some readers of her first novel, The Ghostly Lover (1945) — “Think of the Randall Jarrell poem,” she added, “‘Dear Readers, you was too few’” — mistakenly assumed that its main character was a self-portrait, when in actuality she modeled her after the bad girl next door.


  Hardwick said she couldn’t write about herself because she wasn’t that interested in herself in that way. She said she also for some reason could not write about those she had cared for the most, except obliquely. Hardwick loved her uncomplaining mother and her father with the sweet singing voice who preferred to fish rather than work as a laborer. Hardwick was the ninth of eleven children; Elizabeth in Sleepless Nights says her mother had nine children. “The demands of fiction,” Hardwick said. “Do not speak to me of horses, of the Kentucky Derby,” her narrator interjects. In later life, Hardwick looked forward to settling down with her daughter and her son-in-law over mint juleps in Mrs. Lowell’s chilled silver cups to watch the race on television. Elizabeth in Sleepless Nights mentions brothers who worked with horses, but Hardwick doesn’t give her narrator the story of a brother, a professional gambler, whose winnings at the track paid for her graduate-school tuition. He died young.


  In Sleepless Nights, Hardwick’s themes derive from her unlikely beginnings and her lucky escape, and the guilt that she noticed when young the difference between herself and her family, and had judged them for it. But her narrator is primarily an observer of others. Hardwick said that she could not account for herself as a character, or maybe she could explain herself all too easily, already a Communist as an undergraduate at the University of Kentucky, the radical politics having been encouraged by her father’s sympathies as a sensitive working man. Hardwick spoke with some relief that she had been on the anti-Stalinist Left, but even before the Moscow trials of 1938 the Communist party line that the Black Belt in the South constituted a separate nation showed her that the Comitern had no grasp of political reality in the United States.


  Hardwick liked to say that her ambition when she graduated from college in 1939 was to become a New York Jewish intellectual, one of the champions of literary modernism. She took the Greyhound bus North to the Taft Hotel at Times Square and got her American edition of Finnegans Wake, hot off the press. It amused her to remember how fashionable as a field of study T.S. Eliot had made John Donne and the seventeenth century when she entered the PhD program at Columbia University in 1940, a memory she put into a late short story, “The Bookseller.” Unlike the narrator of “Evenings at Home” who has been away from home for a while, Hardwick made the train journey South every summer to endure weeks of restlessness, until in 1944 she went home to tell her parents that she was quitting school to become a writer. Her mother asked if that meant she wasn’t going to be a teacher after all.


  That same year Hardwick published her first short story, in The New Mexico Quarterly Review. The work provided her with what she called the validation of seeing her name in print. It was followed by two short stories in Harper’s Bazaar. These early efforts were enough to get her a contract that took her, if not back to Manhattan, then at least to her sister’s on Staten Island, where she finished her first novel in one sweltering summer. The Ghostly Lover brought her to the attention of Philip Rahv, who, along with William Phillips, edited Partisan Review. To be associated with the leading journal of radical politics and intellectual culture in the 1940s gave her an identity. Rahv was drawn to Hardwick’s skepticism, her slashing questions, and she found a freedom of voice in the essay form that she did not at the time feel in fiction.


  Through Partisan Review, Hardwick met Mary McCarthy. The two writers became close very quickly, and soon their intellectual challenges and their bright-red lipsticks were the terror of Greenwich Village cocktail parties. They were younger and prettier than most of the white Communist women on the scene back then. While Hardwick didn’t worry that in a review she might repeat what others thought, when it came to the writing of fiction, she felt so much in the shadow of the older and already famous McCarthy that her biggest problem some days, she said, was in just trying to stake out territory in the contemporary woman’s experience that her friend hadn’t already covered in short stories of dazzling confidence.


  Hardwick’s subject in “Evenings at Home” and in another effort for Partisan Review, written around the same time, “Yes and No,” is escape, the exile, that migration from the small town to the big city, and not just any big city. New York City at its most intriguing was to Hardwick a gathering of refugees, such as the distinguished theologian who had fled Nazi Germany in her first story to appear in Partisan Review, “The Temptations of Dr. Hoffmann.” She was fascinated by a city populated by seekers, everyone with a story, a reason he or she had to get away, if only from Brooklyn. Even McCarthy was from someplace else, way out West, and Hardwick recalled that when she first knew her it seemed terribly literary and sophisticated, almost an unfair psychological advantage for McCarthy as a writer, that she and her brother were orphans, that their parents had been carried off by the Spanish flu epidemic of 1918.


  However, she loved Hart Crane for his letters home to his pair of little parents or his little pair of parents, as she put it. She forgave Thomas Wolfe the excesses of Time and the River, small-town boy carried away by remembering that he was. The South, to her, was small-town America, like most of the Midwest.


  
    There is something false and perverse in my playing the observer, I who have lived here as long as anyone. Still these bright streets do not belong to me and I feel, not like someone who chose to move away, but as if I had been, as the expression goes, “run out of town.”


    (“Evenings at Home”)

  


  The only thing she really loved about small-town America was Main Street, the lighted place of drugstores and display windows where one went to dream of getting away.


  To see her first serious love for the ordinary brute he is gives Hardwick’s young woman in “Evenings at Home” a lively sense of shame. The narrator of “Yes and No” is fluent with apologies to the image of the loyal but dull man she never considered good enough to marry. The graduate student befriended by the tense exile family in “The Temptations of Dr. Hoffmann” has been introduced to them by a divinity student from home whom she despises. Remembrance of the inappropriate man — territory in fiction where Hardwick could perhaps stake a modest claim. The difference between her and McCarthy is that the potential for degradation in such a situation is not an occasion for comedy.


  For Hardwick, a woman’s escape from the small town includes nearly having settled down with the wrong guy and therefore lived someone else’s life. The intellectual life her young women narrators believe they were meant for is clear in their tone, but Hardwick makes them careful to mock their own aspirations. Her shrewdness of style is already apparent in these early stories, but she abandoned the strong personality of her first-person voice in fiction for three decades.


  Hardwick met Robert Lowell in 1945, when she was summoned by a group of literary wives a hotel in midtown Manhattan to be questioned as to whether she was having an affair with Allen Tate. (Many years later when Tate’s biographer informed her that Tate had claimed that they had had an affair, she said that Tate could have an affair with her for his biography if it meant that much to him.) She was given martinis at her interrogation, needed help when some of Tate’s friends, Lowell among them, broke up the meeting, and as Lowell handed her into a taxi, she turned and threw up at his feet.[1] She once hid in a doorway along Second Avenue when she saw him coming, so great was her attraction to him.


  They met again, at Yaddo, toward the end of 1948. He was just arriving; she was leaving. Lowell asked Hardwick to come back and she did. Elizabeth Bishop warned him against her; McCarthy considered Hardwick to be getting above herself. Lowell’s doctor advised her not to marry a man so tormented in mind, but in 1949 she did. She said she was only grateful for the life he opened up for her and one of the reasons she resisted entreaties to write about their time together was that it had been so extraordinary. She said to do justice to the poets and thinkers they’d known she would need the gifts of Dostoevsky. Thirty years after his death in a taxi at her door in 1977 she said she still wept for Lowell’s genius.


  In her fiction, Hardwick would write about women for whom the men they married were their significant experience. She didn’t consider herself one of them, because Elizabeth Lowell never wrote anything, she said. Yet Hardwick more than anyone was aware of what a liberation it was for her to produce the essays on women and literature that went into Seduction and Betrayal after Lowell left her for Caroline Blackwood in 1970. (He and Hardwick divorced in 1972. Before Hardwick, Lowell had been married to Jean Stafford. “Robert Lowell never married a bad writer,” Hardwick said.) Similarly, when she wrote Sleepless Nights, she recognized that she hadn’t published fiction in the first person in thirty years, and that maybe Lowell’s death had moved — or freed — her to do so.


  Hardwick couldn’t explain why she gave up for so long on trying to write novels after The Simple Truth appeared in 1955. When the novel was reprinted in the early 1980s, she remained unhappy with it, an idea the working out of which had given her no pleasure, a project that had helped her to get through their living in “insufficiently subtle” Iowa where Lowell was teaching. (When asked why a certain character is crying at the end of the novel, Hardwick said, “Stop. It took me a week to get that tear.”) Concerned with the effects of a murder trial on a troubled faculty wife in Iowa, The Simple Truth, with its innocent-seeming college boy who probably did murder his girlfriend, could be read as Hardwick’s comment on the cynicism and sentimentality of McCarthyism.


  In the 1950s, Americans were traveling abroad again, not having been able to go to Europe since the 1930s. Lowell and Hardwick lived in Holland and Italy for a time, excited by the art, the churches, the opera, meeting artists and writers. Lowell had come to a sort of impasse with his third book, The Mills of the Kavanaughs. But after the death of Lowell’s mother in 1954, they returned to the States. New York’s cultural life had been quickened in the previous years by the intellectuals driven out of Europe by Fascism. Moreover, a new generation of American writers was emerging in the city. However, Lowell and Hardwick ended up in Boston, Lowell’s home, his inheritance. Their years in Boston saw Lowell accomplish a revolution in his work through the confessional poetry of Life Studies (1959). For Hardwick, however, wrinkled, spindly-legged, depleted, provincial, self-esteeming Boston was a deprivation.


  
    In Boston there is an utter absence of that wild electric beauty of New York, of the marvelous excited rush of people in taxicabs at twilight, of the great Avenues and Streets, the restaurants, theatres, bars, hotels, delicatessens, shops. In Boston the night comes down with an incredibly heavy, small-town finality. The cows come home; the chickens go to roost; the meadow is dark.[2]

  


  Hardwick toiled at her fiction, and her ambivalence about the short stories she published in the 1950s, her Boston years, stemmed from her thinking them entirely too conventional in structure and intent, in her handling of character, in her just trying to have plot. But Hardwick was altogether too hard on herself in her evaluation of this work. The stories of this period are case studies, strenuous explorations of motive and temperament, a reflection maybe of the influence of psychoanalysis in the culture at the time. Hardwick once laughed that Freud had uncovered the last great plots in fiction.


  In “A Season’s Romance” (1956), a bored art historian is joined by her mother in the exploitation of a generous but unsuitable man. In “The Oak and the Axe” (1956), a career woman mistakenly believes her love can redeem an indolent dreamer. Instead, his bachelor habits destroy her carefully built-up life. A professor’s sense of rivalry with a younger colleague in “The Classless Society” (1957) leads to his realization that he is trapped in his life. In “The Purchase” (1959), a successful portrait painter can’t stop himself from embarking on a possibly destructive affair with the tough wife of a rising young abstract expressionist. For Hardwick, the individual is also a type, doomed to struggle against his or her general outlines in the psychological drama of everyday experience.


  “The Classless Society” is set in Chicago, and Hardwick goes out of her way to call the family history Edith Wharton–like, perhaps because the philistine cousin of good family represented to Hardwick too much of a Boston type. A previously unpublished work, “The Final Conflict,” a superb study of a heel as he disappoints a desperate girl, is set in the seediness of Beacon Hill in the 1950s. The remaining stories are New York stories; the characters, even the ones falling apart, are to be envied their luck in being in the city, among other escapees like themselves, and true to themselves, whether in their Park Avenue studios or their gloomy West Side rooming houses.


  The omniscient narrator that Hardwick employs in each story of the 1950s projects something of the gritty dynamism of the city, that feeling that one could turn a corner and one’s life could change. At the same time, her voice is somewhat remote, however forceful and fast her observations. One can almost feel Hardwick working to restrain herself as the teller, to contain her narrative energy, to stay behind the camera or offstage. Then, too, these New York stories were also stories that appeared in The New Yorker and in an odd way that is what Hardwick most had against them when she was asked years later to consider collecting them. She could not forgive herself for having spent so much time trying to be accepted by The New Yorker, trying to fit herself to what in her mind was a sort of formula in fiction. It was not that she found this work insincere. If anything, it was too earnest for her, too constrictive.


  As intelligent as Hardwick’s fiction of the 1950s was thought to be, her reputation, like James Baldwin’s, came more from her accomplishments in the essay. Hardwick had kept up her connection as a book reviewer for Partisan Review throughout the 1950s and the essays she wrote for Harper’s during this time were striking in their candor, their literary and cultural range, and their grace of expression. Her work for Harper’s was largely due to the admiration of a young editor, Robert Silvers. Hardwick and Lowell had resettled with their daughter in New York City by the time The New York Review of Books was founded in 1963, with Silvers and Barbara Epstein as its co-editors. Hardwick said more than once that her association with The New York Review saved her as a writer. She was given the freedom to be utterly herself, to contemplate works and events as she chose. Silvers had a way of coaxing the work out of her. She said that he never failed to make her feel that it was important for her to write on a given subject, that her views were needed. Silvers represented the ideal reader for her, because he was entirely of her view that the essay was as much imaginative prose as fiction.


  Hardwick’s daughter noted that while her father had no trouble going to his desk every day to write verse, her mother found it hard to sustain her doubt-laden exertions at fiction, which made her respond all the more readily to deadlines for nonfiction pieces. In the 1960s, Lowell published the majestic poems of For the Union Dead and Near the Ocean, but there had been a number of breakdowns in those years as well. (Hardwick speculated that Lowell revised so obsessively the sonnets of Notebook, History, and For Lizzie and Harriet because after each hospitalization, he was always ashamed when he came home, though he had nothing to be ashamed of. Yet he was, and he would go to his study, much like the husband who goes to the garage to tinker with an engine after an argument, only Lowell had no car to tinker with, he had only his poems to fine-tune.) The peculiar demands of Hardwick’s home life as Lowell’s fame increased, her constant vigils of his seasonal agitation, could accommodate the essay; she could find blocks of time in which to concentrate long enough for a certain number of pages, but not longer. In addition, the politi-cal upheavals of the time formed a tumultuous background for work, leaving little chance for the reflection she believed she needed for fiction. What was happening in the larger world did not speak to her as fiction. It was more engaging for her as a writer to be a witness, to go to the funeral of Martin Luther King, for example.


  Hardwick published no fiction in those years when first back in New York — apart from wicked little parodies in The New York Review under the name Xavier Prynne, such as her lampoon of McCarthy’s best seller of 1968, The Group.[3] Where the frankness of the sexual scenes in McCarthy’s early fiction had been for Hardwick episodes in McCarthy’s career of dissent, The Group struck her as rather conformist and a cliché, and she noted in it also a loss of irony. But Hardwick was out of step with the sexual revolution and out of sympathy with attempts to be explicit about sex on the page. She had never taken Anaïs Nin or Henry Miller seriously; she admired John Updike, but not the male point of view in his descriptions of what went on in the back of the car. She shrank from a kind of women’s or gay fiction that was too intent on recording the sexual act. She admitted to a degree of prudery, but she was adamant nevertheless that nothing dated fiction as quickly as sex scenes. It was not what Humbert Humbert said, it was how Nabokov made him say it, “a rhapsodic call to literature itself.”


  Hardwick sometimes gave the impression in the 1970s that the influence, the success, of feminism had taken her by surprise. She wished she could retract what she had written in 1952 about “the briskly Utopian” and “donkey-load undertaking” of The Second Sex. What had not been possible for women then was a different matter twenty years later. Yet she wasn’t interested in what young theorists called the critique of patriarchal society, she just couldn’t bring herself to talk that way, or to endorse hostility to men as men, or to denounce Lowell publicly for the poems of The Dolphin.[4] That all seemed a fad to her anyway. She did not need literary politics to be interested in women writers. Much as she valued the work of Peter Taylor, or as fascinated as she was by Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, Hardwick never wanted to be a Southern writer. But she was greatly invested in her identity as a woman writer. She cared about Hawthorne’s injustice to Margaret Fuller.


  She thought about women writers and measured herself against them. She watched Joyce Carol Oates at committee meetings and concluded that she must write all the time, as if under a spell. Only Elizabeth Bishop’s stories deserved to be talked about as “Kafkaesque.” She treasured George Eliot and Joan Didion for the way they could handle information, for what she called their masculine knowledge of systems, how things work, what the world is made of. She did not subscribe to Simone de Beauvoir’s view that in essence there was no difference between men and women. (Sometime in the early 1960s in Paris at a dinner for Alice B. Toklas, by then a tiny, shriveled-up figure with a mustache, Hardwick felt someone jab her in the ribs. It was Katherine Anne Porter, who whispered, “Honey, if I looked like that I’d kill myself.”) Hardwick believed that society still had such different rules for women that they continued to experience life on another level from men — even if medical science and changed social attitudes had lifted the threat of pregnancy and the fear of disgrace, so that biology was no longer destiny only for women.


  Unlike Susan Sontag, Hardwick as a woman writer did not resist the category of women’s literature, and she took for granted that its natural tendency was, like black literature, toward the subversive. But it was not enough that a woman writer merely give the woman’s side of things; Hardwick was disappointed when a work of fiction by a woman did not challenge the novel as a form. It was almost a cultural obligation, given the intense experimentation in fiction that was taking place in America in the 1970s. Hardwick would assert in two provocative essays on the state of fiction[5] that social change, life itself, had removed the traditional motives for fiction and how it was constructed.


  Yet experimentation could go too far, drain the text of its pleasure — Nathalie Sarraute was not a writer to curl up with at night. By challenge, Hardwick meant something more about what the novel was looking at, how its narrative developed because of who was doing the looking, more than she did taking hammer and chisel to the novel as an edifice. What transfixed Hardwick about Renata Adler’s Speedboat was her narrator’s indifference to anything other than her own perceptions. Involvement with a critical self suited the life of the single woman. To be a woman alone in the city in the 1970s was nothing like what it had been when Hardwick first came to New York, when to enter a bar or a restaurant unescorted was the first of many nervous calculations of an evening. Hardwick felt guilty that her first thought was of the independence she’d be giving up when in 1976 at Harvard, Lowell, exhausted by his stormy life with Blackwood, whom he still loved — she represented Aphrodite and ruin, he said — asked Hardwick if she’d consider taking him back.


  It wasn’t so much that Hardwick found her voice after Lowell’s death and the publication of Sleepless Nights. She resumed use of the first person in fiction. It was a restoration of her narrative freedom, the reconciliation with the past. But the first person had been there all along at the core of her essays, so distinct was her prose style. She’d irritated McCarthy in an appreciation of her friend’s work when she wondered if The Company She Keeps and Memories of a Catholic Girlhood weren’t richer, more aesthetically satisfying than A Charmed Life or The Groves of Academe because they have an element of the dramatic tension of autobiography — self-exposure and self-justification. In Sleepless Nights, Hardwick relaxed this autobiographical element in her own writing. The work to which it perhaps can be most usefully compared is Colette’s The Pure and the Impure. Hardwick also managed to dispense with the apparatus of the novel, the frame of storytelling that she’d always found so tiresome. She reasoned that for a woman writer, sensibility is structure.


  In her late short stories, Hardwick is interested in distillations of experience, moments in which a narrator and her subject, the object of her city dweller’s curiosity, meet and achieve parity, are equally aware of each other. Or her first-person narrator simply ceases to be in the picture, behaves in the grand manner of an internal narrator, and no one notices. Everything flows so naturally that readers are comfortable in their relationship with her as everybody’s narrator. It’s a tour of a mood or the inside of someone’s head, and at every place where she turns aside, moves forward, backward, takes up position again, or talks to herself, she remembers her readers and appeals to their experience, like nineteenth-century novelists. She parts the curtains to show another scene, before walking back onstage, into place.


  If Hardwick’s work in the short story shares a theme throughout her writing life, it would be her attention to urban characters, city possibilities, neglected histories. She wrote about men who did not quite add up, but not lawyers or businessmen. Her characters are people afflicted one way or another with the romance of print, the thunder of the intellectual life. Those women who have some culture in Hardwick’s stories can be consoled. As women left to fend for themselves in the city, they are softer, less bitter than those in Josephine Herbst, a writer Hardwick much admired in her radical youth.


  Moreover, the atmosphere of the city is very strong in her fiction. In one of her stories from the 1950s, someone sorely misses the demolished Dutch Reform Church on West Forty-eighth Street, but the stories from the 1980s, such as “The Bookseller” and “On the Eve,” have acquired with the passage of time another layer of meaning, because they are also by now set in a vanished landscape. “Cross-town,” as a hymn to the city, rises to the level of a tone poem. Hardwick’s last published short story, “Shot,” is a good illustration of how through deftness of observation she is able to give a short work the feeling of something much longer and more complicated. It’s because her angle of attack is always odd: a black maid has been murdered; one white woman isn’t as obtuse as her friends about the gesture required.


  A writer’s work has a life separate from that of the writer, Hardwick maintained, but she liked to read the work in view of the life, because the act of composition was for her above all a human drama. Maybe that was why she preferred the mournfulness of Donald Barthelme to the demanding, cloaking abstractions of Thomas Pynchon. But Hardwick didn’t want anyone to say that the time in which she could have written fiction got used up taking care of husband and child. (A child is a sacred duty.) She knew that her own diffidence had as much if not more to do with how little fiction she wrote in a career that spanned six decades. She couldn’t just sit down and see what happened. That was not how she approached fiction.


  She said she couldn’t start with “The sun was shining.” She had to have an idea, and always there was the problem of the idea that was not good enough. Sometimes, when at work on her late stories, a kernel of memory would stand for the idea she was trying to express, or she would find an image so haunting she would have to investigate the atmosphere around it, and the story’s details would accrue from there, as a series of illuminations. Hence, “Back Issues” is a vessel for the emotion that overcame her when she remembered the young, somberly dressed John Berryman lecturing on A Winter’s Tale. The same temperament is at work in her few late stories as in her early ones from her Partisan Review days, and sometimes in the type of narrator, the smart girl ambivalent about her small-town roots. Her voice, like Baldwin’s, never aged.


  But Hardwick’s diffidence frustrated her because she knew that it was an expression of her perfectionism. She would tell her students that genius and perfectionism only looked alike, but they were not at all the same thing. Perfectionism had an inhibiting effect. She admired fluency, expansiveness in other writers, and cursed her own inability to spin anything out. She remembered how, as a student, she would finish writing in her blue exam book and look in amazement at the rest of the class, still scribbling away. She got poor grades because she could not bear to repeat to teachers information she knew they had already. The waste of time was morally offensive to her young self. Better to say too little than too much, Chekhov said, and there was never anything Hardwick could do as a writer about her economy of form, her compression of language.


  Hardwick’s diffidence, her perfectionism, had everything to do with her greatest passion: reading. She loved to read; she read faster than anyone in the room and she never skipped a word. When in her old age she said she’d spent the morning reading War and Peace again, she really had. She was a writer because of her love of reading. To read was such an intense experience for her, so transporting, that to write was about the only means by which she could find relief for the emotions that built up.


  She believed in the masterpiece and defined a genius as someone who cannot be imitated but who somehow leaves the literary landscape changed. She thought a flawed work often had more to teach us. She liked the story Edmund Wilson told on himself, about how he couldn’t understand why it was that while he was the outstanding student at Princeton, it was his dolt of a classmate, Fitzgerald, who was the literary genius. But every word of The Great Gatsby was right. She disliked the word “creativity” and preferred to speak of the mystery of talent. She read Dickens for the wildness of his language, the surprise of what he’ll say next. She did not agree with Chinua Achebe at all about Heart of Darkness being racist — think of the writing — and black people who minded Nancy and Dilsey in “That Evening Sun” simply weren’t thinking straight. Besides, it was something of a vulgarity to speak of a writer of Faulkner’s transcendent language as a part of Southern literature. Meanwhile, Melville’s loneliness of language she revered above that of any other American novelist.


  Virginia Woolf read poetry before she wrote, and Hardwick was touched by the echo of the Elizabethans from Leslie Stephen’s library in the dialogue of The Waves. Nadezdha Mandelstam had to commit her husband’s work to memory, and Hardwick thought that Mrs. Mandelstam’s immense two-volume laying out of her husband’s and her country’s fate was that body of work releasing itself in her, uncoiling at long last. However, instead of saying that Hardwick wrote a poetic prose, one should say that she composed prose line by line, as though it were poetry. She couldn’t go on to the next sentence if the one before it wasn’t right. One line determined the color and purpose of the line immediately to follow and the one after that. Everything came back to language, or through language. Just before “Back Issues” was printed, she rushed with changes to the Review’s offices. “I thought, ‘What are these prancing banalities?’ You think it has the freedom of the sketch, but once these constructions are framed, they seem too tight.” She had a special affection for the small, seemingly random lyric work — Rilke, Baudelaire.


  Hardwick liked to say that there were really only two reasons to write: desperation or revenge. Yet she wrote to honor the literature she cared about, which was why in fiction she was so easily discouraged. She could always think of someone whose work she liked better than what she proposed to do on the same subject. She loved the glamour of midtown but never doubted that her true subjects were back in those bohemian rooming houses, with the socially marginal who somehow inspired her to capture the cultural drift, the movement of a life, in an arresting phrase. In her short stories, the qualities that make her prose an art that cannot be imitated, its rhythmic, pure sound, its control and sensuous texture, its daring intellectual pitch — all of these shine on and on and on.


  — DARRYL PINCKNEY


  [1]Harriet Lowell remembers her father telling the story of his first meeting with her mother that seemed to be the scene he describes in the poem “Man and Wife”: “you were in your twenties, and I, / once hand on glass / and heart in mouth / outdrank the Rahvs in the heat / of Greenwich Village, fainting at your feet — / too boiled and shy / and poker-faced to make a pass, / while the shrill verve / of your invective scorched the traditional South.” Irving Howe, in an article on what he saw as the weaknesses of the confessional school, published in Harper’s in 1972, objected to the line about the speaker having outdrunk the Rahvs in Greenwich Village, on the grounds that most readers wouldn’t know who the Rahvs were. Hardwick, in talking about Howe’s piece, disagreed, arguing that it was clear enough from the context that the Rahvs were friends, whoever they were, that knowing who they were was not necessary to the understanding of the poem, and Philip Rahv was hardly obscure anyway. As for whether the night happened the way Lowell describes it in the poem, she couldn’t say, but it was a safe bet that it had, there were so many such nights, because back then people drank martinis, lethal things that took off the top of one’s head.


  [2]“Boston: The Lost Ideal,” Harper’s (December 1959), collected in A View of My Own: Essays in Literature and Society (Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 1962).


  [3]“The Gang,” The New York Review of Books (September 26, 1963). The two friends knew how to get at each other. McCarthy was absolutely sure that Randall Jarrell in his satire of academic life, Pictures from an Institution, based the character of Gertrude on Hardwick, when Hardwick said that it was so clearly McCarthy.


  [4]In some of the poems in The Dolphin (1973), Lowell makes use of letters Hardwick wrote during the collapse of their marriage, and he also makes up lines and attributes them to her. “You cannot carry your love with you like a suitcase / Don’t you dare mail us the love your life denies” she particularly objected to.


  [5]“The Sense of the Present,” The New York Review of Books (November 25, 1976), and “Reflections on Fiction,” The New York Review of Books (February 13, 1969).


  


  The New York Stories of Elizabeth Hardwick


  



  


  The Temptations of Dr. Hoffmann


  I had been living for some time in the same house on Riverside Drive with Dr. Felix Hoffmann and his wife before I actually met them. He was known to me as a prominent German Protestant theologian and when I saw his name on one of the mailboxes in my house I was not without curiosity about him. Had I not developed a friendship with this family I believe that winter in New York would have been unendurable, because I was living under conditions that often seemed to me almost uncivilized. For reasons of economy I had taken a room in one of those co-operative apartments around Columbia University in which many ladies, most of them well past middle age, live. The place was clean and had once been a fine family apartment with a good view of the river, but most of the ladies living there were quite mad and had a way of dividing into warring camps over a foolish issue like the answering of the telephone and sometimes they engaged in the most distressing fights in the hall. I felt rather depressed about all of them because they were lonely and idle and, since I found one as pathetic as the other, I was inclined to be a bit unscrupulous and to try to take both sides in their arguments. This was disastrous; each side repeated what I had said and I sometimes trembled for fear of retribution when I put my key in the door. Also, the place was very bad for my studies. If I had had the courage to ignore the ladies I might have got along better, but though I kept telling myself that haughtiness was far more honest than the hypocritical friendliness I had assumed, I found myself irrevocably committed to the latter. It was too bad because it was very cold that winter and I often stayed in the library longer than I wished rather than go home to face my “friends.” Such social life as I had was spent mostly in drugstores where I drank so many cups of coffee I was constantly dizzy.


  Living in this atmosphere, it perhaps isn’t surprising that I should have welcomed meeting someone else in the house and that I should have thought the Hoffmann household extraordinarily attractive. I met Dr. Hoffmann by accident. One day as I was entering the building I heard my name called and turned around to meet a young man from Kentucky who was studying at the theological seminary where Dr. Hoffmann held a post. I had known this friend was in New York but we had never made an effort to see each other because we hadn’t been compatible in Kentucky. At college he had been an overbearing and sanctimonious young man who had never distinguished himself in anything except as captain of the debating team, in which capacity he delivered energetic arguments on safe subjects. Also, he was a member of the Presbyterian church to which my family belonged and I used to get very impatient with my mother’s accounts of his brilliance in Sunday School and the fine way he represented our young people’s group at the Vacation Bible Study Conference held in North Carolina every summer. Whenever I attacked him as a fool, my mother always maintained that I didn’t like him because he wasn’t fast like the other young men in the town. It was certainly true that he wasn’t very spirited, but that was merely a matter of choice because the church was very lax on social questions and prided itself, I thought, on being too sophisticated to condemn horse racing from the pulpit and on the fact that the minister was more likely to be stirred to eloquence by Lloyd C. Douglas’s latest book than by hellfire and damnation. We left the delineation of the vivid results of enmity with God to the crude Baptists.


  I saw immediately that the young man from Kentucky hadn’t changed much, though he had become a little more self-consciously sedate. He spoke with extreme care and always seemed to be searching his mind for some epigrammatic nonsense that would relieve him of the obligation to pursue any thought beyond two sentences, unless he had engineered the conversational turn himself. His attempts at wit had always been forced and he had now become one of those boring people who tell anecdotes about historical personages. I could hardly make a statement without his interrupting to repeat what Mark Twain, Will Rogers, or G.K. Chesterton had said upon a similar subject.


  It was this friend who asked me to go to Dr. Hoffmann’s for a sort of open house which the doctor occasionally held for students. I wasn’t averse to dropping in on my neighbors, especially since the affair was very informal and it wasn’t necessary to have an invitation, but I was puzzled that my friend should be anxious to take me along. During the course of the afternoon I came to the conclusion that he had fallen under the influence of Dr. Hoffmann and wanted to let me know that he had somewhat altered his opinions on a few of the issues that had separated us in college. He seemed to go out of his way to talk loudly enough for me to hear him say he thought the Negroes were treated shamefully in the South and once he even drew me aside and stated that perhaps we weren’t so far apart now because he considered himself a Christian Socialist. But he was still as dull as ever and I suspected he was no more popular in the theological school than he had been at home.


  Because of a friend who had studied under him in Germany and who admired him extravagantly, I had read some of Dr. Hoffmann’s writings and was anxious to observe him. From the first I approached him as a rather romantic figure and I suppose I somewhat exaggerated the uniqueness of his personality. More than anything else I wondered how he could endure his students. Dr. Hoffmann had a youth of intense political activity behind him; he had been thrown out of his own country and in America had come to be considered a sort of symbolic representation of the potential virtues in the German character. His philosophy was a mixture of Christian despair — he was famous for an interpretation of original sin — and political idealism, but I could not understand either position in his terms without his belief in Christ as the ultimate reality. The students, on the other hand, were ordinary boys who would later be in the Presbyterian pulpits throughout America and they seemed as far away from the kind of violence Dr. Hoffmann had known as they were from the mysterious depths his theology sometimes reached. I thought, watching the boys, that I had never seen a healthier and more cheerful group of people. They were bursting with energy and self-confidence, a condition no doubt due to their lack of dissipation but which seemed foolhardy to me since they all accepted that, regardless of good works, each might be arbitrarily predestined for eternal damnation.


  Physically, Dr. Hoffmann looked rather different each time I glanced at him. At first I had only noticed that he appeared somewhat corpulent, the typical family man, serious, settled, and a bit colorless. Later — perhaps it was the changing expression on his face — I was struck by his youthful charm that was not, at moments, without a slight suggestion of well-mannered and patient boredom. His students flattered him openly and it was apparent he enjoyed this attention even though he may not have taken it seriously. I don’t think he looked upon himself as a man of importance; a few times, when he was relaxed and on the outside of the conversation, he betrayed a downcast aspect of his nature, as if he were preoccupied with annoying problems. The Hoffmann apartment was pleasant and unremarkable. There were so many books, newspapers, and periodicals around that the living room had a haphazard appearance which as much as anything else made one feel comfortable there. I talked to Mrs. Hoffmann and found her a cordial woman who seemed to be intelligent, if rather smugly anti-intellectual. She was in every way as affable as she was undistinguished. The only complaint against fate she thought fit to mention was a sinus infection which had made her life in New York less gratifying than it might otherwise have been. Later in the afternoon the Hoffmann’s daughter appeared. She was about fifteen years old and her parents called her Elsa though she spoke of herself as Elsie, probably because the former was too German. Before the party was over Dr. Hoffmann and his wife had learned that I was a neighbor and they both asked me to visit them whenever I felt like it. They seemed entirely sincere in their wish to see me and I felt sure we would come to know each other better.


  When I left, the young man from Kentucky told me, and with a touch of unaccountable pride, that Dr. and Mrs. Hoffmann were the most amazing couple he had ever met. His main reason for thinking this, apart from his admiration for the man, was that Mrs. Hoffmann was a resolute atheist and yet she and her husband had managed to make a happy life together. I shrugged my shoulders indifferently and my friend seemed disappointed by my weak response. Immediately I guessed that because I had broken away from the church in Kentucky he had supposed Mrs. Hoffmann’s lack of belief would impress me. For some reason I couldn’t help speaking sharply and saying, “I’m not interested in atheists. The world’s full of those. What intrigues me is whether or not Dr. Hoffmann believes in God.”


  “Do you think there’s any question of it?” he said confidently. He looked down at me as if I were stupid past all belief.


  Due to the fact that I had no respect for him I felt free to speak in the most dogmatic fashion and did so. “Well, you can’t have it both ways,” I said. “If you want to be religious nowadays you ought to give up all contact with the world because the two no longer mix. What sort of religion is it that is completely outside our daily life and the principles upon which our behavior is based?”


  My friend had assumed his most lofty manner, but it was somehow lacking in authenticity. I suppose he felt that he looked like a serene and holy man, but I was reminded of the professional equanimity of skillful salesmen.


  “I’ll have to talk to you about that sometime,” he said. We had now reached the door of my apartment and after a few strained attempts at civility we said goodbye.


  I felt ashamed immediately because it was clearly not my duty to dissuade this boy and, furthermore, it was arrogant of me to take for granted that he and Dr. Hoffmann and the rest really didn’t have faith. I again thought of Dr. Hoffmann with his liberal magazines, his devotion to radical causes, and I couldn’t help but conclude that no matter what the man believed his source of action was the assumption that we are good or bad according to the luck of our worldly situation. I remembered his pleasant, heavy face, his generous sociability, and the singular brilliance with which he was credited. In thinking of him I realized that I had already begun to seek an explanation for his religiosity, that I was treating it as an eccentric character trait like, for instance, hypochondria. Though I had known him only a few hours, I couldn’t quite imagine him on his knees.


  It took about a month for my friendship with the Hoffmanns to become established. When I ran into them in the hall we arranged meetings and after a while I felt completely at ease in their home — so much so that I was closer to them than to anyone I knew in New York that year. It wasn’t altogether strange that our friendship developed so rapidly. Though they were involved in the ordinary social obligations attendant upon a professorship and Dr. Hoffmann was quite busy with his writings, his lectures, and his committees, they still found time for me and kept asking me back. I discovered several reasons for this and one was that Dr. Hoffmann, like many contemporary religious people, was not really happy unless he was in the company of nonbelievers. Most of his colleagues and nearly all of his students bored him. The students tended to look upon their work as vocational training and Dr. Hoffmann often made little jokes about the seminary as a place for acting lessons, since many of the boys seemed more anxious to perfect their “delivery” than to pursue religious and philosophical studies. Also, I suspected he missed participation in political movements that had urgency and he used to tell me about fistfights between the Nazi and anti-Nazi students in Germany with such nostalgia that I was rather astonished. He had been in America since 1936 and was quite a success here, but one could not fail to sense that his personality was far from fulfilled by his life. The areas of emptiness he revealed struck me so deeply that I became absorbed in his private life and often forgot the perplexing matter of his religious convictions. Indeed it was hard for me to remember that he was a believer, because he no more demonstrated, except in a professional way, that crucial difference between him and me than a lawyer can be said to indicate a highly personal sense of justice by applying himself to his cases.


  Another reason Dr. Hoffmann allowed so much of his time to be taken up by friends was that he was by nature enormously convivial. I became more and more conscious of his great need for diversion, so conscious in fact that I underestimated the other side of him until I heard one of his lectures. As a teacher he was aloof and solemn and wonderfully impressive. His lectures, like some of the sermons he gave me to read, were best when he was most mystical and theoretical. Once I told his wife that I thought his real flair for literary composition, the beautiful, wild tone that got into the expression of his thoughts, came from his reluctance to mention God in any specific sense. She made no comment upon my observation and I don’t know whether or not I understood him correctly. At first I accepted Dr. Hoffmann’s conviviality uncritically, until I began to notice there was something wrong in his relation to his wife and daughter. When I was the only outsider present I felt one thing quite strongly: Dr. Hoffmann and his wife really didn’t like each other. This condition was so clear and undeniable it somehow wasn’t at all dramatic. The Hoffmanns were constantly rebuking each other, but the sarcasm never got enough out of control to be definitely unpleasant and I think most people thought it proved their love rather than the contrary. These curious and intrepid scoldings had been indulged in for so long that I imagined they had come to accept them as the inevitable fate of earthbound men and women. The daughter, Elsa, was in league with the mother and whenever she was in the house I felt an extra tension. Everything was made worse by the fact that Dr. Hoffmann was pathetically devoted to his daughter and took extreme pride in her.


  In my own private feelings toward the Hoffmanns I did not take sides in this unbalanced domestic situation. Dr. Hoffmann interested me much more than his wife did, but I found her extremely likable. At times I thought her a bit too even-tempered and wished she had more passion and vigor. Oddly enough she was most alive when she was talking about her headaches and physical distress because her intimacy with this pain seemed to give her a hold upon the world and its evil possibilities. Yet no matter what she said or how ill she became, she was essentially an ordinary woman without any sort of rebellion in her that could crystallize into action. If she was an atheist she was certainly a mild one and refused to take part, I gathered, in religious affairs, not because she was in opposition to her husband but due to her inability to organize enough mental energy to take either side. Still for all her indolence she was always precipitating the kind of quarrel that characterized the family after one got to know it. The quarrels, or at least those I had observed in the past, were meaningless and sterile because nothing was changed by them, they had no function beyond themselves, and no one was the victor. When I dropped in one afternoon I came upon one of these disputes.


  Dr. Hoffmann looked rather tired and more withdrawn into himself than I was accustomed to seeing him. Mrs. Hoffmann, as if to explain his mood, said, “You missed it. Felix has just been talking to a friend from Germany. They were reminiscing about Mrs. Hoffmann, my husband’s mother, and what good times they used to have in her house.”


  “Is your mother living?” I asked Dr. Hoffmann.


  He was absentmindedly tapping his finger against his wristwatch and he didn’t look up to answer me. I could see the plump line of his jaw and could imagine him as a sturdy, industrious, and amiable youth in Germany. “Yes,” he said. “One gets so little word. Yes, thank God she’s alive.”


  “Felix and his friend had out all the family pictures and they were talking about the way she sang and her amusing moods,” Mrs. Hoffmann continued. “I often grieve about her. She’s a good woman.”


  Dr. Hoffmann suddenly jerked his head back and there was such a weary and oppressed expression on his face, one side of his mouth twitched in a brief, nervous spasm and his fingers still tapped against his watch, that I marveled at his ability to control his voice. “No hypocrisy, please! You didn’t think she was a good woman. As for your grieving, I can’t look inside your heart!”


  I happened to notice Elsa as her father spoke. She had been sitting in her chair, lazily turning the pages of the schoolbook in her lap. Elsa was in every way a bright and typically American girl and at times it was hard for me to connect her with her parents or any European past. Though she was a bit too broad-faced to be called a beauty, she was strong and handsome and seemed to have every equipment for a successful life. When I looked at her she was trembling with anger and I was amazed her parents didn’t notice the state she was in. She was silent until her mother, still in that flat good humor that reduced every violence of emotion to nothing, said, “You will give our friend here the wrong impression. I always got along as well with your mother as she would allow.”


  And then, as if to prove her good faith, she insisted upon opening the album of pictures, pointing to her mother-in-law’s image, and saying to me, “Look at her! Hasn’t she a fine figure? And you can just barely get an idea of her beautiful hair. The picture doesn’t do her justice!” Since I couldn’t see over Mrs. Hoffmann’s shoulder I was unable to judge.


  “I don’t think she’s pretty,” Elsa said. “Just because she happens to be my father’s mother am I to think her pretty if she isn’t?”


  Elsa had a quiet, small, and melodious voice, but it could be decisive and full of inordinate rage at times. The girl’s personality was split wide open with contraries and I never knew precisely what I thought of her; if I accepted as final the rather rigid self-consciousness she usually showed around adults, she would betray my impression by the alarming conviction with which she could, when provoked, take her part in the world.


  “Elsa!” Mrs. Hoffmann said, winking at me. I think, however, she meant this weak exclamation as a rebuke to her daughter.


  Dr. Hoffmann began to cough, but this did not successfully conceal the agitation he felt. His brow was drawn into a severe frown and it was painful to see him thus insulted and hurt by his daughter. All his attention was for Elsa and I believed he had forgotten his wife or, perhaps, she had lost her capacity to touch him deeply and so she was really outside the situation. Dr. Hoffmann stood up and I saw that he was going to leave the house and guessed, from the automatic way in which he did this, that he usually resolved domestic troubles by disappearing for a short time. He rushed into the hall and got his coat. When he was ready to leave he stopped by my chair and said, “I’m sure you will excuse me. I want to go out for a walk.”


  After we heard the door shut Mrs. Hoffmann said to Elsa, “Why in the world did you say such a thing? I don’t understand you.” The mother was so calm, her optimism so steadfast, that I thought she showed a lack of feeling. In any case, I was sure she didn’t comprehend the delicate and precarious way her husband was put together or to what extremities of emotion her daughter was being driven.


  “I only spoke the truth,” Elsa said. “I’ve heard how badly his mother treated you.” She was straining to say more and was obviously baffled by her mother’s reprimand when she had so clearly summoned up all her courage to act on the side of righteousness: her mother’s side always. “You told me that when I was born his mother faked a heart attack and that he was at her bedside instead of yours.” The girl made me uncomfortable and I watched with embarrassment her raw, even ruthless, intensity, which in its lack of subterfuge impugned her decorous parents. “That was wrong, wasn’t it?” she insisted, giving a heavy stress to the word wrong.


  “Tsk! Tsk!” Mrs. Hoffmann said gaily. “I’m always astonished by you. How in the world did you remember that story? Really, it’s amazing! I’d forgotten all about it myself.” I hadn’t thought it possible the situation could be turned into a joke, but that was what was happening. Mrs. Hoffmann was smiling and shaking her finger at her daughter as if she were teasing her about a childish love affair.


  “You told me yourself!” Elsa repeated. She was nervously working her fingers in and out as if they were cramped and I sympathized with her frustration even though her temperament appalled me. Evidently she could no longer bear to have her feelings exposed and she got up, like some defeated but still recalcitrant crusader, and said she was going to her room to read the Bible.


  I was taken aback by this in spite of the fact that I had known Elsa went to church and that she had had a solid Protestant education. When we were alone, Mrs. Hoffmann whispered to me, “She’s very religious, and in quite a funny way. Not like her father.” I was hoping she would clarify this by telling me something about Dr. Hoffmann but I was disappointed. She said merely that Elsa was straitlaced and more interested in her fear of God than in the teachings of Christ, and then she gave up altogether her attempt to discriminate.


  I knew what she meant, or at least I thought I detected in Elsa some of the feelings I had once experienced. While we were talking Dr. Hoffmann returned and I was relieved to find he had managed during his walk to regain his composure. He was a little out of breath and, though he still seemed dejected, his eyes snapped vigorously and he was enough interested in conversation to make me repeat what I had said about his daughter’s religious turn. I told him I thought Elsa was going through a dreary period of Protestant asceticism and that she was searching for prohibitions and would have welcomed discipline of a more rigorous kind than his system demanded. He neither agreed nor disagreed with me. (My only justification for my analysis was my remembrance of the elation I had once felt in giving up dancing and picture shows for a year. The joy in my own purity was intensified by the actions of my older sisters who in that same year fell very far from grace and spent most of their energy getting and keeping boyfriends so that they were much too exhausted to read the Bible before retiring. My prayers were all for them, because I knew I was saved.) Of course, I hastened to add that I was only twelve at the time of this spiritual exaltation and that the whole thing had suddenly vanished, never to return. Dr. Hoffmann was always attentive to anecdotes about the Bible Belt, but he knew so little about that part of America that his interest was more anthropological than anything else and sometimes, in his presence, I felt as if I’d been brought up in the Fiji Islands. Once I heard him repeat a story I had told him about a prostitute who, during a temporary conversion, had said that her downfall was due to a compulsion to answer every knock on her door because she thought the caller might be Jesus. He evidently enjoyed his picture of this woman very much, but I don’t think he understood that she was entirely serious — or so she had seemed to me when I heard her harangue on the streets of my hometown. I actually felt, I suppose, that she made as much sense on religion as Dr. Hoffmann and I was bewildered that he should find her comical.


  The conversation returned to his daughter, but he did not mention the outburst that had occurred. His refusal to go over the incident made me think he had not worked out a satisfactory point of view toward it. The only thing important about his relation to Elsa was that she didn’t like him and he could hardly have been expected to recognize that; instead he was under the delusion that everything the child said was dictated by reason.


  Things took a turn for the worse when Mrs. Hoffmann’s sufferings became so acute she had to go to Arizona. Elsa was plainly hysterical about her mother’s departure, but after she acknowledged the inevitability of the separation she settled down into a morbid resignation that rather chilled me. Poor Mrs. Hoffmann was terrified by her new adventure. She hadn’t traveled much in America and her feeling of loneliness was already upon her, even as she planned the trip. She said, trying to laugh, “They’ll think I’m a spy out there.”


  The actual parting was very touching. At the last moment Dr. Hoffmann slyly suggested that his wife might do well to take along some reprints of his articles. I saw the titles of those he chose for her and they were such things as “Democracy and Christianity” and “American Interpretations of Christ.” Mrs. Hoffmann took them as if they were a kind of passport, which perhaps they were.


  Without the mother the house was somewhat changed, but I continued to go there frequently, perhaps more often than I should have because it made me neglect my work. Whenever I came home early, intending to stay in my room, I no sooner got settled than one of the ladies came in to talk to me. My most frequent visitor was a woman who wanted to tell me over and over about the fine position she had once had in the City Hall at Akron and the dramatic way in which she had been cheated out of it. When she started to talk I always excused myself from listening by saying that I had an appointment with the Hoffmanns. There was no real connection between the meaning of Dr. Hoffmann and my living among these pathetic, broken ladies, but I found that I always saw the two conditions as necessary to each other and I looked upon the apartment downstairs as a kind of repudiation of the life I was living. I fooled myself into believing Dr. Hoffmann was happier than my isolated acquaintances, which was ridiculous because he was only more interesting and intelligent. My reason told me that the comfort of his apartment, the presence there of more than one person, didn’t make any of his problems less painful. Symbolically he, too, had lost a fine position in Akron through a thousand relentless treacheries, and yet the exterior circumstances of his existence so well conformed to my idea of all life was supposed to hold for an adult that I persisted in thinking his household benefited by the fact that each stood in a set position to the other — wife, husband, father, daughter, etc. — and that they were, thereby, excluded from the kind of loneliness I saw about me and often felt myself. Dr. Hoffmann evidently had something of the same notion because he was always saying to me, as if to reassure me that I was welcome, “Ah, don’t stay up there by yourself.” He would make a round gesture with his arm to indicate that in his house there was a meaningful contrast to those rooms upstairs which were meant for single occupants.


  As the time passed Elsa became more and more ascetic and more and more dictatorial with her friends. Often I heard her on the telephone defending her belief that lipstick was the work of the devil. She applied herself diligently to her studies, but nothing seemed to relieve her unhappiness and discontent. The sad thing was that there was no way for the tension between Elsa and her father to dissipate itself, but an argument did occur one night that seemed to me significant, not so much in what it decided as in the fact that Dr. Hoffmann appeared to me to become aware then of the complexity of his nature and to see how it had ruled his family life.


  It was a bad night and a wet, unpleasant snow was falling outside. The wind was blowing furiously up Riverside Drive and New York was depressing. I had not been in the Hoffmann apartment for almost a week and I was more than a little anxious to learn how things were going there. Both the father and daughter seemed in low spirits when I entered and I could guess that Elsa was being more silent than usual and that her father was again desperate about her. He kept looking at her as if he were pleading for some unspecified favor.


  “How is Mrs. Hoffmann?” I asked, thinking of her good luck in being away from the wind and the cold.


  “Oh, she gets along as well as could be expected,” the doctor answered solemnly. “She writes that it is very cold in Germany and that she didn’t get the last package I sent her. She has always been delicate and I don’t see how she can survive the winter. Poor soul! It’s so hard on the very old and the very young.” He rubbed his hand over his forehead and sighed.


  “I’m sorry to hear about your mother, but I was really asking after your wife,” I said. Immediately I recognized my error.


  Dr. Hoffmann, with that fatal foolishness that was also his strength and nobility, had spoken in good faith and was unprepared for the ferocity with which his daughter turned upon him. Elsa grunted with pleasure at my remark and it must have offered her the final proof on this tormenting subject. I couldn’t really dislike her for what followed. She wasn’t mean or petty; she was caught in the fury of her own emotions and in her wretchedness must have believed she was defending her mother, though in actuality I felt her purpose was to commit an act of aggression against her father, to punish him for his innocence. “Perhaps the first Mrs. Hoffmann is more important in this house!” she said, forcing herself with all the grim self-righteousness in her nature to look at her father as she spoke. “You are always talking about her. You don’t seem to worry about how we’ll save the money to keep Mother in Arizona. You have never worried about her. Not even when I was born!” Her nice, adolescent voice had become very shrill and she was starting to cry.


  “What are you talking about? When you were born?” her father asked, utterly bewildered by her tone and accusation. He had turned quite pale, but, as always, was very patient with his daughter.


  “I know that you were at your own mother’s bedside when I was born. She has always come first. You don’t love us half as much!” Elsa had become very childish and was sobbing wildly. Her father did not seem to recognize her childishness any more than he noticed the unnatural maturity she sometimes showed. To him she was an equal. He loved her and she was crying!


  Just as he was preparing to speak to her and to reassure her, a strange thing happened to him. He looked away from Elsa, or rather she seemed to vanish from his sight, and that frown of anguish I had often seen on his face returned. I thought that a deep shiver passed through his body, the physical evidence of a sudden revelation that had enormous implications for him.


  “Why didn’t she come here with us?” Elsa went on desperately. “She’s nothing but a Nazi anyway. She would rather die than leave Germany. It’s a wonder you didn’t stay with her, since you’ve never been happy away from her.”


  With great effort her father drew his attention back to her. “What are you saying? What are you saying?” he kept repeating. For a moment he seemed to entertain the hope that she might deny what she had said, but this had to be abandoned. I imagined he knew already that he could never forget Elsa’s words no matter what happened; he was now too deep in his own recognition.


  Elsa’s venom spent itself quickly, as if she had, in that same second when her father was staggering under a monstrously increased burden of emotion, gone hollow and empty with the exhaustion of release. She had just barely enough breath for her whimpering and sobbing and to say, “I’m sorry.” Then she went quietly and quickly into her room and closed the door behind her.


  I was anxious to get away and was relieved that Dr. Hoffmann had ignored me. He was a man of such passion that his feelings could shut him off from the world and he sat there wrinkling his mouth, shaking his head, fighting his tears as if he were alone. I got up and tiptoed to the door, but he stopped me. “Do you suppose it’s true?” he asked. I offered no answer, but I could tell from the despair in his voice that he had answered his own question.


  “Good night, Dr. Hoffmann,” I said, as casually as I was able.


  He seemed not to hear me and as I closed the door he was whispering to himself, “Mother, release me! Release me!”


  Back in my room I felt guilty about Dr. Hoffmann and hoped to put him out of my mind, but I found that in spite of my good intentions I was trying to put his life together and to find some answer to the question of his religious faith. A rather neat case was available to me. This despondent man was struggling to the depths of his being with a real situation, one that had marked and maimed him long before he was old enough to know God, theology, or philosophy. There was no doubt that Dr. Hoffmann’s life had been dominated by his mother and, since his father was hardly ever mentioned, it seemed reasonable to assume he hadn’t had a father in the most necessary and vital emotional sense. And, I went on, this abiding vacancy in his feeling and experience had led him, at a time when most of his contemporaries accepted the opposite view, to seek his fulfillment in a Heavenly Father.


  Before going to bed I looked out of the window. It had stopped snowing and the Drive was almost deserted except for the buses that went by from time to time. As I stood there I saw Dr. Hoffmann walking below. I recognized his posture and when he stopped to cross under the streetlight I got a glimpse of his face, but I couldn’t see him clearly enough to know what mood he might be in. Acknowledging again Dr. Hoffmann’s physical existence — there he was below me, walking alone, breathing, thinking, perhaps suffering — I became dissatisfied with the way in which I had tried to organize his personality. What good did it do me to know that he was, as they say, searching for a father? I lacked specific details of his experience and even if I had known him forever I could never have felt certain of my abstraction.


  Not long afterward I met the young man from Kentucky on the street and he was very cool to me. That was no surprise because our contempt for each other had never been violated except on that afternoon at the Hoffmanns, and that was, in his case, like a brief but violent drunkenness which he could not account for. Again we were forced to recognize the great differences in our temperament, divergencies which had manifest themselves long, long ago. He knew me, I’m sorry to say, for what I had been in college: the village atheist and Stalin fan. (He did not know I had repented about Stalin if not about God.) I had always found him unbearably tedious, but, to be truthful, I suppose I might have endured his dullness if it had not been for his piety. Now it was a relief to get back to this natural distaste for each other and I somehow felt he was more real today than he had been at the Hoffmanns. We had hardly exchanged a word before I noted that he had also repudiated Dr. Hoffmann and that his flirtation with liberalism had suffered a rude disenchantment. Strangely enough I soon began to see that the primary disappointment with Dr. Hoffmann centered around the fact that the doctor and I got along so well. I at first found this difficult to accept, but then my friend had always taken important steps under the influence of the most irrelevant prejudices. He wasn’t interested in me because I had nothing to do with his life, but I think he unconsciously demanded that Dr. Hoffmann and I should have been divided by my lack of belief in the principles which governed Dr. Hoffmann’s understanding of the world. The fact that we had remained friendly seemed to tell him more about Dr. Hoffmann than about me — and perhaps he was right.


  He said to me, “What do you talk to Dr. Hoffmann about? Religion?”


  “Religion?” I said. “We have never discussed that seriously.” I could not explain this, but it was true. “We talk mostly about politics and people.”


  “Are you still in doubt about Dr. Hoffmann’s belief in God?”


  “Certainly,” I said, “but that’s merely a private opinion.”


  My friend gave me a weak smile and departed. I felt quite angry with him, but I suppose the real truth was that we were both angry with Dr. Hoffmann. My friend and I knew where we stood with each other, but neither of us had a clear idea of Dr. Hoffmann. I was suddenly weary of researches into the problem of the doctor’s religious faith, even though I didn’t feel I had been entirely unsuccessful. There was that sad business about his mother and nothing he could say or do would alter the fact that his past and present were overcast by her ominous and insatiable shadow. Illogically perhaps, my knowledge of Dr. Hoffmann’s participation in this prevalent maladjustment of his times brought him down to earth and gave me the courage to state once more my conviction that he couldn’t approach God or think of Christ as His Son any more than I could.... Or could he?


  I suppose the truth cannot be known. These things are inexplicable, but in naming them so I did not for a moment definitely affirm his faith. That my mind stubbornly refused to do — all my observations pointed to the contrary.


  1946


  


  Evenings at Home


  I am here in Kentucky with my family for the first time in a number of years and, naturally, I am quite uncomfortable, but not in the way I had anticipated before leaving New York. The thing that startles me is that I am completely free and can do and say exactly what I wish. This freedom leads me to the bewildering conclusion that the notions I have entertained about my family are fantastic manias, complicated, willful distortions which are so clearly contrary to the facts that I might have taken them from some bloody romance, or, to be more specific, from one of those childhood stories in which the heroine, ragged and cast off, roams the cold streets begging alms which go into the eager hands of a tyrannical stepmother.


  I staggered a bit when I actually came face-to-face with my own mother: she carries no whips, gives no evidence of cannibalism. At night everyone sleeps peacefully. So far as I can judge they accuse me of no crimes, make no demands upon me; they neither praise nor criticize me excessively. My uneasiness and defensiveness are quite beside the point, like those flamboyant but unnecessary gestures of our old elocution teacher. My family situation is distinguished by only one eccentricity — it is entirely healthy and normal. This truth is utterly disarming; nothing I have felt in years has disturbed me so profoundly as this terrible fact. I had grown accustomed to a flat and literal horror, the usual childhood traumas, and having been away from home for a long time I had come to believe these fancies corresponded to life, that one walked in the door, met his parents, his brothers and sisters, and there they were, the family demons, bristling, frowning, and leaping at one’s throat. I was well prepared to enjoy the battle and felt a certain superiority because I was the only one among us who had read up on the simplicities and inevitabilities of family life, the cripplings and jealousies, the shock of birth and brutality of parenthood. When I did not find these hostilities it was just as if the laws of the universe had stopped and I became wary and confused. It is awful to be faced each day with love that is neither too great nor too small, generosity that does not demand payment in blood; there are no rules for responding, no schemes that explain what this is about, and so each smile is a challenge, each friendly gesture an intellectual crisis.


  I cannot sit down to a meal without staring off in a distraction and when they ask me what I am thinking I am ashamed to say that I am recalling my analysis of all of them, pacing again, in some amazement, the ugly, angry, damp alleys I think of as my inheritance. But now that I look around the table and can see these family faces — my father’s narrow skull, the sudden valley that runs down my mother’s cheeks from the ears to the chin, my sister’s smile which uncovers her large, crooked teeth and makes one think for the moment that she is as huge as an old workhorse, though she is, except for her great teeth, very frail — everything I see convinces me that I have been living with a thousand delusions. The simple, benign reality is something else. (I have only one just complaint and that is that the radio is never turned off.) But where are the ancient misdeeds and brutish insufficiences that have haunted me for years?


  My nephew, a brown-haired boy of three, disconcerts me as much as anything else. When I take him on my lap I feel he is mocking me for the countless times I have lamented that he should be doomed to grow up here. Since the day of his birth I have been shuddering and sighing in his behalf; I have sung many requiems for him and placed sweet wreaths on his grave; but often he looks at me, perhaps noticing the lines on my face and the glaze on my eyes, as if he were returning my solicitude.


  At least one thing I anticipated is true and it makes me happy to acknowledge that I am bored. The evenings are just as long as ever, dead, dead, “nothing going on.” I take a deep breath and yearn for the morning so that I can go downtown to see how the old place is coming along. And when I get on the streets I see vigorous, cheerful faces which, in spite of the dark corners and violent frustrations in small-town life, beam with self-love and sparkle with pride. These magnificent countenances seem to be announcing: Look! I made it! And the wives — completely stunned by the marvelous possession of these blithe, busy husbands. They sigh tenderly under the delightful burdens of propitious marriages and smile at the less fortunate with queenly compassion. Some wan, sensitive souls carry the dreadful obligations of being “wellborn” and do their noble penance by assuming an expert, affecting dowdiness, like so many rusty, brown, pedigreed dogs who do not dare to bark.


  There is something false and perverse in my playing the observer, I who have lived here as long as anyone. Still these bright streets do not belong to me and I feel, not like someone who chose to move away, but as if I had been, as the expression goes, “run out of town.” I can remember only one person to whom that disgrace actually happened and he was a dapper, fastidious little man who spoke in what we used to call a “cultured” voice and spent the long, beautiful afternoons in the park beside the wading pond in which the children under five played. No doubt he too went to New York, the exile for those with evil thoughts.


  For the first week or so everything went well here and I was, during this sweet coma, under the impression that I might have a fine time. And suddenly a terrible thing happened. Just after dark I walked up to the mailbox, a few blocks away. On the way back home I passed a group of small, identical, red-brick houses, four of them, each with a low concrete porch and a triangular peak at the top. In one of these houses I saw him, sitting alone on the porch, with a ray of light from the inside hallway shining behind his head. I stopped involuntarily and gasped because his face seemed with the years to have become much larger. It was incredibly ugly and brutal, a fierce face, rather like a crocodile’s with wide, ponderous jaws, sleepy reptilian eyes, heavy, indolent features in horrible incompatibility with his fresh, pinkish skin. I walked on quickly without speaking, but my heart raced painfully, and I prayed I had not been recognized. When I reached my own house I was almost out of breath and rushed into the living room, believing I would ask what he was doing here in our neighborhood, what had happened to him in the last years. But I did none of these things. Instead I looked suspiciously at my mother, trying to decide why she hadn’t mentioned him or if she had forgotten that I once knew him.


  “You devil, you witch!” I thought, enraged by her bland face and even despising the dark blue dress she wore with a frill of chaste white organdy at the neck.


  “What’s the matter, sister?” she asked.


  “Don’t call me sister,” I said, “it makes me feel like a fool. And if you want to know what’s wrong, I don’t like that dress you’re wearing. It isn’t good for you.”


  “How funny. I’m always getting compliments on it. But, I don’t care one way or another.”


  The face on the porch belonged to a young man I had not seen for years, but whom I had once thought myself in love with. Had he always looked so sinister, so bloated with ignorance and lethargy? I tried to remember a younger, healthier face with some brightness or pathos that had appealed to me, some gaiety and promise; anything except that large, iron, insentient image on the porch. But I remembered nothing comforting, not even one cool, happy afternoon in which he was different from the dark, hateful person living out some kind of life a few steps away from me. It was not love I had felt, not really love, I assured myself, but simply one of those incomprehensible youthful errors.


  “Mama,” I said, “forgive me. The funny thing is that I honestly like that dress better than any you have.”


  “Make up your mind,” she said with good humor. I said good night, but on the steps I turned around and saw my father looking at me, his blue eyes dark and strange with an infinite sadness. He knows, he knows, I decided. Men can sense these things. Let me die now.


  I went to bed and in the darkness and stillness I felt the mere existence of the man I had seen to be sickeningly important to me. I was appalled by the undeniable fact that I had once been his slave, had awakened each morning with no thoughts except how I might please him. As two numb beasts we had found each other and created a romance. It was somehow better to believe that in him I had simply recognized an equal than to answer the shocking question as to why, if I was in any way his superior, I had been so violently attached to him.


  It all came back to me: I had not only been in love with him, but he had required courage, daring, and cunning on my part. It had not been easy and I cannot excuse myself by saying we were “thrown together” when the truth is that every effort was made to tear us apart and only my mad-dog determination prevented that. And I began to hate my brother, my own flesh and blood, now dead, poor boy. It was he who started interfering and I can still see him, his face twisted with wonder and fear, saying, “How could you?” My brother’s case was weakened, even in his own mind, by his inability to accuse my friend of anything except frightening, depressing stupidity. Oh, is that all? I must have thought victoriously, because I continued to make clandestine engagements and took no interest in anyone else.


  I heard my parents coming up the steps — thump, thump, closer and closer — and then like the killer in the movies they passed by the one marked for destruction and went to their own rooms. But this is impossible, impossible, I resolved; I must face it. (Self-analysis, bravery, objectivity. Is anything really bad?) Yet it was so difficult to recall those old days, almost beyond my powers to see myself again. I couldn’t even remember when I had first met that terrible creature. It seemed to have been in high school, some dull, immoral season, a kind of Indian summer romance. On the other hand, I had the weird and disturbing notion that I had known him since infancy, which is quite possible since he has lived off and on in our neighborhood or else we could not have gone to the same schools. In any case I remembered that he was literally not interested in anything, did his lessons with minimum competence and never became involved in anything he learned, never preferred one subject to another, since he was equally mediocre in all of them. He played sports but was not first-rate in any game, even though he was physically powerful.


  A few other mortifying things flashed through my mind. His behavior had only two variations: he either went blindly through the days like a stupefied giant or then quite suddenly, as if bored by his own apathy, he would laugh at everything, burst forth in this rocking, strange sound as if some usually sluggish portion of his brain had flared up in a brief, dazzling moment. The laughter must have cost him great effort and he engaged in it only out of a rudimentary social instinct which at times told him that he owed the human race at least that raucous recognition. The other aspect of him I remembered was that, though he initiated nothing, things were always happening to him, one disaster after another. Violence erupted spontaneously in his presence and he was usually the victim. He was always either limping or wearing a bandage; he fell out of trees as a child, got shot in the leg when he was old enough to go hunting, lived through so many narrow escapes and calamities that finally shocks left no mark at all upon him.


  But there must have been something else. What happened between us? No, no, merciful stars, not that! But yes, and on a gray, November afternoon, mad and dark, and as though I had just come into the world, an orphan, responsible to no one, magnificently free. Embraces and queer devotions, ironically mixed with that fine, beguiling notion of those years in which one thinks himself chosen from all people on earth for happiness. “I’ll love you always! Nothing can separate us!” And it was true, for in his anarchic face, in his nonhuman, reckless force, I saw the shadow of something lost, some wild, torrential passion lived out years and years before in my soul. How shameful! What unutterable, beautiful chaos! Yes, it was he, he, image of all the forgone sin that forever denies innocence. Nothing can ever separate us.


  How I regretted that walk to the mailbox to send a letter to New York. If I hadn’t done that there is at least a good possibility that I might never have seen him again and might have been spared that long night in which I tried to account for humiliating days and emotions. I couldn’t sleep at all and yet I didn’t want the night to pass because it seemed to me that once morning came everyone in town would remember what kind of man I first fell in love with.


  I looked up the dark street in the direction of his house and thought, suppose, great heavens, that I had married him. This idea completely unnerved me because I had wanted to marry him and would have done so if he had not violated one of those rigid, adolescent, feminine laws. I finally broke with him only because he went away for three days and didn’t write to me on each of them. His infidelity crushed me and with real anguish I forced myself to say, “My heart is utterly broken. If you don’t care enough for me to keep your promises....” The thought of the risk I had taken chilled me to the bone. I might at this moment have been asleep in his house, my stupid head pressed against his chest, touching the stony curve of his chin.


  At last I dozed off and when I awakened late the next morning there was great commotion downstairs. We were going on a picnic. I threw myself into the preparations so gleefully that my mother was taken aback and said, “If you like picnics so much I’m surprised you haven’t mentioned them before.”


  Another week has passed and I have found the temerity to see some of my old friends. They are all somewhat skeptical of me but not for the right reasons. It is a great relief to learn that I am thought of only as “radical” and though I know that is not meant to be a compliment it seems quite the happiest way out and so I try to keep that aspect of my past in the public mind on the theory that nice people demand only one transgression and if they find a suitable sin they won’t go snooping around for more. Perhaps I have overplayed it a little, become too dogmatic and angry. (Extremes of any sort embarrass small-town people. They are dead set against overexertion and for that reason even opera singers and violinists make them uncomfortable because it seems a pity the notes won’t come forth without all that fuss and foolishness.)


  Even I was taken in by my act and it did seem to me that when I lived here I thought only of politics. One afternoon, overwhelmed by nostalgia and yearning for the hopeful, innocent days in which we used to talk about the “vanguard of the future,” I went to the old courthouse. Here our radical group, some six or seven snoring people on a good night, used to meet. I found the courthouse unchanged; it is still the same hideous ruin with the familiar dirt and odor of perspiring petitioners and badgered drunks who have filed in and out for a hundred years, the big spittoons, the sagging staircase. When I left I heard the beautiful bells ringing to announce that it was five o’clock and I went home in a lyrical mood, admitting that I had spent many happy, ridiculous days in this town.


  For some reason I could not wait to reach the garage next to our house where my father keeps his fishing equipment. I saw there the smooth poles painted in red and green stripes and I intended to rush into the house, throw my arms around my father’s neck, and tell him how many times in New York I had thought of him bent over his workbench, and that I despised myself for criticizing him for going fishing instead of trying to make money.


  But just as I stepped upon the back porch I stopped and pretended to be admiring an old fat hen which the neighbors had intended to kill long ago but hadn’t found the heart to do so because the hen has a human aspect and keeps looking at them gaily and as an equal. I was not thinking about the hen; I was wondering, of course, why my family hadn’t mentioned that my friend was living on the street. We had spent many hours talking about new tenants, deaths and births, who had become alcoholic or been sent to the asylum. It wasn’t like my mother, a talented gossip, to forget such an arrival, and I concluded sorrowfully that she remembered all my lies and tricks and thought me guilty of the one, unforgivable wrong. Yet when I finally entered the house my family was in such a good mood I hadn’t the nerve to mention my suspicions. Perhaps they want to forget me, I thought. Silly, proud people who must see the broad face of the boy on the street and recoil, thinking, “Oh, my sweet daughter! What dreadful horrors she was born with....Some genes from an old Tennessee reprobate who cropped up in the family, passed on, and now wants to live again in her.”


  I will force nothing, I decided. It will all come out and then I shall leave forever, vanish, change my name, and begin over again in Canada.


  Several nights later I went to visit a friend in the neighborhood, a girl who weighs over two hundred pounds and who is so fearful of becoming a heavy, cheerful clown that she is, instead, a mean-spirited monster. And yet her malice, which is of a metropolitan order, is often quite entertaining, and I might have stayed longer if I had not begun to imagine the inspired tales she could tell on me. Her small eyes seemed to contain all my secrets and I could see her plump, luxurious mouth forming the syllables of misdeeds even I could not name. At nine o’clock I went home where I found the house dark and supposed my family had gone out for a few minutes, perhaps to the drugstore or across town to the ice-cream factory. This was the moment at last. I felt it acutely.


  There he was, sitting on the steps, smoking a cigarette. I realized it was he the moment I saw the figure, the wide, slumping shoulders, the head turned somewhat to the side. Even in the dark I felt his slow, calm, somnolent gaze on me.


  “Is that you?” he asked in a low, untroubled voice that is unlike any I have ever heard before. It seems to come at you from a great distance, rolling like a wave.


  “Yes, it is,” I answered lightly and in exactly the opposite way I had planned. But after I had spoken so hospitably I began to worry about my family. They might return at any moment, and I couldn’t bear them to find him here, couldn’t endure their curious glances, questions, and recollections of the past.


  “Don’t bother me!” I said rapidly. “I don’t want to see you. What are you doing living around here anyway? It isn’t fair for me to come home to this....I’m different now.”


  I could see his face quite well now and apparently he too had changed because he actually registered an emotion. He looked at me with disgust, his mouth opening slowly and curiously, his lazy eyes blinking at me reproachfully.


  “Bother you?” he said. “What do you mean? Come back to what?”


  I began to tremble with impatience. “Don’t you see?” I whispered desperately. “I don’t want them to know I’ve seen you again. It would just start up the old argument.”


  He put his hand on my arm to steady me and I looked angrily into his wide, immobile face. It was not frightening, but simply infuriating for it had a kind of prehistoric, dumb strength, so that he looked like some Neanderthal ruler, superb and forceful in a savage way, and quite eternal. My ghastly darling.


  “Never mind. Dear God, it’s too late now,” I said, because I saw the car driving up in front of the house and in a fit of weakness I sat down beside him on the steps and buried my face in my hands.


  I did not look up when I heard my parents saying something dryly and politely, saying nothing much because they sounded tired and sleepy. The perspiration on my forehead dampened my hands, but somehow I was able to stand up and bid my old friend good night. I smiled at him and he returned this last gesture shyly, and turning away his eyes seemed in the evening light a soft, violet color.


  As I went into the hall I stopped before the mirror and saw that my cheeks were burning and that there was something shady and subtly disreputable in my face. My mother was taking the hairpins out of her hair. The great mysterious drama had passed, but I knew that I could not stay at home any longer.


  The next day I prepared to leave and I noted with astonishment that I had been at home nineteen days. We packed my bags, and my mother said she thought the trip had done me good. “You’re not quite as nervous as when you arrived,” she observed.


  “Not as nervous!” I said. “I’m a wreck!”


  “Well, go on back to New York if it makes you feel better,” she said wearily.


  “I don’t feel exactly wonderful there — ”


  “There’s only one answer to that,” my mother said, slamming the door as she walked out of the room. “There must be something wrong with you!”


  I ran to the door and opened it so that she would be certain to hear me. “If there is something wrong with me it’s your fault,” I said triumphantly.


  “Mine!” she called back. “What madness!”


  For some reason this altercation put me in a good humor. Now that I was leaving my feelings shifted every five seconds from self-pity to the gushiest love and affection. I even began to think how nice it was at home, how placid. My father came in and I could tell from the serious expression on his face that he was thinking of important matters. I’m sure he meant to make me very happy but he had a way of expressing himself that was often misleading and so, with the most tender look in his eyes, he informed me that in spite of everything they all liked me very much. I graciously let that pass because I was, in my thoughts, already wondering whether once I was away, home would again assume its convenient sinister shape.


  There was only one thing left to do in Kentucky, a little ritual which I always liked to put off until the end. My mother mistakenly believes that I mourn my dead brother and tomorrow morning there will still be time before the train leaves to drive out to the cemetery where he lies. The pink and white dogwood will be flowering and the graves will be surrounded by tulips and lilacs. At this time of the year the cemetery is magnificent, and my mother will not let me miss the beauty. When we get there she will point to the family lot and say, “Sister, I hate to think of you alone in New York, away from your family. But you’ll come back to us. There’s a space for you next to Brother....In the nicest part....So shady and cool.”


  And so it is, as they say, comforting to have these roots.


  1948


  


  Yes and No


  “Do you really love me?” Edgar would ask when I lay in his arms criticizing him.


  “Well...Yes and no, honey...” I would answer.


  Dear, darling Edgar! His silvery eyes, light and cool, revealing nothing except pure possibility, like a coin in the hand. His cheerfulness — in a soft voice he nearly always hummed a little tune, as other people vaguely chew, and with him one had the cozy feeling of a radio softly playing away in a corner. His generous, warm nature, immune to insult in a delightful fashion, quite disarming.


  What was I, my head happily pressed against his chest, criticizing in him? Everything! For his edification I took him apart nightly, as if his character were a bad novel. I seem to remember telling myself that it would be quite “dishonest” not to let him have it to the full. He would sigh and even sometimes fall asleep as I, incorrigibly driven to self-expression, would descend step by step from his soul to his clothes like a tired performer running out of material but unwilling to give up the stage. “The way you dress isn’t quite right, sweetheart! You’ve never really got the point of it all somehow. Only very good clothes grow more charming with age. A perfectly commonplace jacket from an old double-breasted suit just has to be thrown away when it’s old!”


  I have not seen Edgar for some years. When I think of him now it is always with pleasure, for the truth is that although I have met many nice and kind people I have never known anyone to be so nice to me. Recently I was reminded of him again when I came across some old scraps of fiction in which he figured, hardly disguised at all, and naturally not in what is called a favorable light. Reading these bits over I was struck by their remoteness from the truth. They are simply my lowest opinion. Perhaps even if I had wished to make Edgar sound less dreary a strange vanity would have prevented me from doing so. Nothing, says Valéry, so much gives a psychological air as the habit of depreciating.


  Here is one of my abandoned bits of “depreciation.” And now hard I worked on this little picture of Edgar and myself!


  “There were other young men around, all callow and boring, who reminded me that I was going to have a difficult time finding a husband. I judged people mercilessly and yet I had a sharp longing for an ideal companion or, when I was depressed and lowered my demands, ‘just someone to talk to.’ And of course there was someone. At eight in the evening I was dressed, a touch of cologne on my neck, red polish on my nails, and I felt excited and relieved that he was coming, my sweetheart, whom I honestly liked hardly at all. His name was Edgar Mason, a political-science teacher at the university. He had been coming in the evening for three years and everyone pronounced me lucky to have such a decent fellow in love with me, waiting for me to make up my mind, ‘not half bad-looking,’ quite popular. If he happened to be ten minutes late I found with surprise that this made me very impatient and unhappy, although when he finally arrived, when I at last saw his car driving up to my house, my mood changed horribly. As I went down the stairs I was overcome by such lassitude I could hardly manage a pleasant greeting. Fortunately, my suitor was not of a resentful nature. He took my moods as he took the weather, a subject for comment but not for emotion.


  “Edgar would be freshly shaved, wearing a white shirt and feeling inexpressibly attractive. He too smelled of cologne, or of some ‘sportsman’ talc. I would immediately notice his health and vitality and feel somewhat aggrieved by these qualities. When our eyes met I imagined a subtle exchange took place which made me less than myself and gave him the loss, just as if he had taken the lion’s share from a plate of chops. I was never so tired as when I was with Edgar and he was never so energetic and content as in my presence. I held his hand for a moment, enjoying touching his short, thick fingers and I sighed deeply as it flashed through my mind that it was nice to have ‘someone’ or perhaps I meant, anyone.


  “Although I felt a certain physical ennui, I was by nature talkative and enjoyed listening to myself much more than to him and apparently he waited expectantly for what I had to say. And yet our conversation, or more precisely my monologue, led within a half hour to intense frustration and displeasure on my part. Edgar did not respond adequately. His views seemed to me flat and impersonal. He did not suffer if he missed the last word about one of my friends, nor did he make any particularly animated contributions of his own. It wasn’t that he was bored, but that he so often had nothing to add. In the end I would demand, ‘Well, what do you think?’ and he would answer, ‘I haven’t formed an opinion. I don’t know all the facts.’


  “My heart hardened and I felt feverish. We went on to something else. Edgar would sometimes tell what had happened to him during the day, a story about his colleagues perhaps, and invariably I felt he had been in the wrong, or that the most significant clue had escaped him. ‘How can that be,’ he wanted to know, ‘when it turned out perfectly in the end?’ By nine o’clock I had begun to dislike his face, which I denounced in my thoughts as immature, without distinction.”


  Old flame, lost beloved — I have left out of my little “story” my abject dependence upon you! How mad I was about you, how perversely aware of my sinful enjoyment of your affection for me. How much more I liked you than all the persons I admired! I worshipped your indulgence of me. Nothing so easily unbalances the sense of proportion in a woman of artistic ambitions as the dazed love and respect of an ordinary man. I was nearly deranged with the secret sense of well-being this “impossible affair” gave me. What joy there was in my sullen returns to you!


  “Edgar was kind, considerate, and honest. At school many people thought of him as one of the ‘young men,’ by which they meant to suggest he had advanced opinions. This notion was entirely inaccurate, but still it was easy enough to see why simple people thought of him as a crusader. He was the sort of man who had usual, conventional opinions about large issues and yet could turn a pure and perfect fury upon the inadequacies of the constitution of a certain state, like the state of Ohio for instance. He was a genuine, old-fashioned soul and one had only to glance at his amiable, youthful, ‘fair-play’ face to see there all the moral maxims of one’s youth. If asked what principle he most respected, Edgar would very likely have paused to consider and then have answered: arbitration.”


  In my story I was trying to make the poor fellow look ridiculous and myself “awful but interesting.” In real life Edgar was always putting the most fearful questions to me.


  “Why don’t we get married?” he naturally asked regularly.


  “I’m not so sure it would be the right thing to do. We make each other very, very dull. Anyone can see that.” I was careful to give these insulting answers in a very affectionate tone, for after all the situation between us required a really exhausting amount of quick thinking on my part. I often felt I had done an honest day’s work after an evening with Edgar.


  “But this dullness, as you call it, that is your life. Night after night.”


  “Yes, it is and yet it isn’t really the whole thing.”


  If Edgar’s deepest nature was in truth sturdy, sensual, mercantile, I never in my old notes gave a true idea of his physical charm. His French Gothic face of such an interesting, abstract modeling, private and serene. This face always fascinated me and whenever I looked at it I discovered Edgar’s secret strength. He was a happy young man!


  Another vignette of Edgar from my old notebook:


  “...as I looked through the window I saw that my solid, unaffected Edgar Mason was waiting for me. He was working the crossword puzzle in the evening paper, but I could tell he was not diverted by it. He is probably thinking about his health, I guessed. That was his single neurotic aspect — the fear of the decrepitude and suffering of old age and with it he mixed, almost as an effort to forget the first, the fear of poverty. His expectation was intimately felt. ‘It is all so hopeless,’ he often said. ‘Suppose one got sick.’


  “He had great imagination about these calamities and it was unnerving to see this healthy boy suddenly weakened by his visions. ‘Yes, if you live long enough,’ I said, ‘you’ll have a fatal sickness.’


  “‘That’s just it. But some people escape better than others. My grandmother lived to be ninety and was only sick for a week at the end.’


  “‘But still it was the end.’ It seemed to me that he pushed himself forward to the age of seventy and that he hoped, if he worked hard enough at it, to present to the world a magnificent, death-defying physique, which showed age only by some arbitrary change like the growing of a mustache or the use of an attractive walking stick. Like Charmian in Antony and Cleopatra, Edgar loved long life better than figs.


  “‘If you take care of yourself...’ he whispered.


  “‘But everyone takes care of himself. At least most people do. It’s much more mysterious or perhaps more simple than that...’


  “‘And if you have a good constitution to begin with...’ He took intense pride in the longevity of his family — that was his pedigree and ancestral vanity, the large number of obscure people on both sides who had not died young. ‘Oh, well, let’s change the subject,’ he said with determination.”


  While I was composing these bits about Edgar’s wish for long life, I never thought of recording my adoration for his green Chevrolet convertible. Such a darling little car, I was always thinking, it “almost makes up for everything.” Sheer bliss to drive about with him. In his little green car, even his reedy tenor pleased me. But often the Chevrolet would drive us to taverns and I would have too much to drink and say to Edgar, without batting an eye, without even a flush of shame, “Where, you idiot, is my art, my spirituality, my socialism!” as if he had swiped these things out of my pocket! Even now the inventiveness of this accusation startles me.


  All of this was some years ago. If now I were suddenly to run upon him again, to see his sweet brown face, his charming nose bent a little to the left, if I were to shake his hand I do not know what I would say. But I would be thinking what pleasure we have all received from someone we imagined “not quite good enough” for us.


  1949


  


  The Final Conflict


  Around ten o’clock in the morning, Russell Simmons left his dingy rooming house on Pinckney Street and walked down the hill to his shop on Charles Street, in Boston. The Olympia Antique Shop (Estates Purchased, Appraisals, Repairs) was a narrow, poorly stocked shop, one of those baffling small-business operations that appear to offer little advantage or profit to either buyer or seller. Russell, opening the door, switching on the back light, showed no more interest in the business of the day than if he had been going into a subway station. He yawned, he smoked, he soon sneaked next door for a cup of coffee, idly watching the street in case Mr. Soferis, the owner of the shop, happened by. Around noontime, the morning paper read, Russell could often be seen standing at the door of the shop, staring into the street with something of the same wandering, idle vacancy of those who outside peered into his display window, looking at Toby jugs, cracked plates, pewter bowls, and worthless beads. His blank, bored stare; their blank, bored stare; pale eyes yellowed by the amber light of tulip-shaped vases; the cold glint of blackened coins; dolls in dusty nightgowns, with matted hair — of these images, covered over by the smoke of a nearly constant cigarette, were his days made. There was seldom anything interesting or attractive offered to the public by the Olympia and Russell’s efforts on behalf of his goods were of commensurate casualness. “I think it is quite old,” or “not many of them around anymore,” he would say. He did not know the first thing about “antiques,” but for the sake of appearance he added a listlessness about the matter and a general wariness concerning unworthy exertions.


  Somehow the preoccupied, confused Mr. Soferis kept his shop going. The Charles Street place was one of four shops the man owned and Russell supposed the end of the year magically indicated a businesslike profit for the enterprises. After all, it was amazing what people would pay twenty-five dollars for. The pale, heavy, vague Mr. Soferis was repetitive and theoretical. His thoughts and time were taken up in the mere fact of his four Olympias; he loved the shops individually and as a group, as if they had been his four sons. The shops were his for better or for worse; he had never ceased to marvel that he, a poor Greek boy, had acquired them. Soferis allowed his business the peculiar indulgences due to the miraculous and his soul warmed to the idea of ownership as much as to its benefits, which were at best small.


  For Russell, the “position,” as he called it, had come to him without effort, having been more or less handed down by his uncle, Walt Simmons, who had presided for a time over the Olympia with the same smoky languor his nephew now brought to the post. The place was only one narrow room with a windowless pantry on the right side where there was a worktable for wrapping packages, polishing pewter, rubbing silver, patching wood, and gluing bits of broken china back to cups and saucers. He was no hand at patching and for a long time had been astonished to know how hard it was to clean silver.


  Mr. Soferis, double-parking out in front in his old, cluttered station wagon, came and went, loading and unloading, muttering, counting, musing. “The stuff moves faster when it is all clean and shining,” he frequently advised. Russell puffed away on his cigarette as an answer. Soferis was a natural junk man. He loved things, odds and ends, bits of junk bought by the lot. The care and display and marketing of these innumerable castoffs and leftovers was nearly as confusing to him as to Russell. Russell was honest, just as his uncle, Walt Simmons, had been honest. Mr. Soferis, having been tricked out of a few dollars here and there in his commercial life, valued the absence of theft more than the presence of energy and purpose. There were beautiful shops, inspired shops, and tricky shops along Charles Street and other parts of the Beacon Hill section of Boston, but these vivid establishments did not arouse the envy or the emulation of the owner of the four Oympias. He had his own; he trucked back and forth, breathing hard, adding and subtracting in his junk-muddled mind.


  Russell did not like the work, but he liked being where he was and did not want to make a change. “Not just yet,” he would think to himself, idly. He was penniless and unskilled; he had just finished his military service, put in a year as a filling-station attendant, before this opportunity to be the “manager” of the Olympia came to him from Uncle Walt.


  It was the beginning of winter, in November, when Marianne Gibbs first came into the shop. “I’m just looking around, please,” she said.


  “It’s all yours, honey,” Russell said boldly. He knew which girls to hope for. This was one, he decided.


  Marianne was very short, a dwarf of a girl, with a large, well-shaped head and a vaguely reproving expression. Her chin was pointed, her features were pretty at first glance, but the whole effect of her face was somewhat faded and overcast. She was well-dressed, neat, and even stylish. “She makes a good appearance,” Russell said to himself, in the language of employment applications. Her black pumps were polished, her black cloth coat was brushed, her light-blue scarf as clean as new. A rather unusual seriousness and prudence quickly revealed themselves in her nature.


  “I sure go for that Southern accent,” Russell said. Marianne explained that she was from a coal-mining town in the Kentucky hills.


  Russell observed her closely, taking in her modest, appealing face. He admired her without being in the least afraid of her. His manner immediately became too flashy, too ready. Confidence made him giddy. “What are you doing so far from home?” he demanded.


  Marianne bit her lip, nervously. No, she was not really pretty, Russell decided, because of a look of moral anxiety and struggle. She appeared both more capable and more careworn than the girls he was used to. He felt certain she didn’t know about life, by which he meant that she didn’t know how to have a good time. This did not displease him. He was tired of tough girls. The downward curve of Marianne’s lips, her thoughtful, melancholy eyes gave him the sensation of a new experience, of something plain but engulfing. She was studying fashion designing in Boston, she said.


  “Well, that bit surprises the hell out of me!” Russell said, lifting his eyebrows. He had an image of the kind of girl who went to modeling school or cared about fashions: spoiled, wide-mouthed, greedy girls, too much petted by their parents. They drove cars and wore tight slacks. The very image of such a girl made Russell feel insecure. Marianne, on the other hand, was subdued and reasonable. From the very first she seemed to look at him with approving eyes. Her neat little soul was trusting and serious.


  It turned out that Marianne had a scholarship. Russell was impressed, but refrained from saying so, not wishing to give himself away too quickly. In all his life he had never had a relative or a close friend who did anything with such excellence as to be singled out for society’s special encouragement and aid. His life had been starved in a way, empty as the horizon before a bunch of poor nomads, searching in the hot dust. He had grown up on candy bars, in a noisy, affectionate, overstuffed home. A peculiar, creamy starvation, a noisy, voluble muteness, an indolent restlessness had claimed him, his family, his friends, his neighborhood, in the way a ghastly irony or trick in a folktale will claim a whole village. He had lived in a two-family house, a green-and-tan structure. His father worked on an oil-delivery truck; his older brother, Ed, worked in a Coca-Cola bottling plant; another brother, Dan, worked as a checkout man in a supermarket. When Russell was in high school these older brothers were still living at home and so there had been enough money for the family to live comfortably. They owned the expected articles of domestic life — automobile, television set, matching pieces of furniture, plastic curtains, a large refrigerator, and so on — owned them as naturally as a farmer owns his mongrel dog. And yet a deep poverty was their lot. At home at night the family had the look of puffy lethargy to be seen in prisoners. Their faces showed an odd lack of vivacity, even when they were laughing and talking, as they did a good deal. Indeed, contentment of a kind was well-known to them. The strange, full lethargy gave large stretches of peace. They were all, except Russell, who was still just twenty-three, running to fat, to an accumulation of stored, useless, enervating energy. They were living out their time, blameless, and not unusual.


  Coolly, Russell lit another cigarette. Marianne explained her life to him, in her brisk, whining voice, the earnest singsong of country preachers. “You see it’s not an academic scholarship, this thing that got me all the way up here, this award. I’m here on what you might call a business scholarship.”


  “Hmm...” Russell said, appreciatively.


  There was a nice man at home, a Mr. Miller, the owner of The Fair Store. She had worked there after school and in the summers, taking a real interest in the dress department. It was thought by Mr. Miller and some town people, “civic groups,” that she ought to study something and they took up the money for it.


  “Well, you’re all set, huh?” Russell said.


  Marianne considered. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you, with the kind of wonderful help and all I’ve had?”


  It tuned out that Marianne, after her unbelievable journey, her extraordinary opportunity, after the confidence of the man who owned The Fair Store, felt it had all been wasted, that she had chosen the wrong work. She was crushed by guilt and regret. “Very, very few people, as I see it now, can make it as a fashion designer.”


  Russell grunted sympathetically. He looked with perplexed interest on this little person with her doubts and what almost seemed to be grief. He felt called upon to lighten the scene. “With eyes like yours you could make it as the Queen of Sheba, in my opinion,” he said giddily.


  She did not seem to hear this and went on thinking about her work, her future. “It’s not your fault,” Russell insisted, pardoning her as quickly as he would have pardoned himself. “You did what you thought was right at the time and more than that hardly anyone would expect,” he added sententiously.


  “Yeah?” she said, gloomily weighing his words. For a moment, Russell was unnerved by the attention she gave to his thoughts, but he soon put all of this out of his mind because of his consideration for Marianne’s soft, wavy hair, her small, thin ankles. He loved the high heels and the narrow wool skirt she was wearing and admired the fact that she could wear them in what he thought of as an interesting manner, like a student in a secretarial school, or a receptionist in an insurance office.


  Marianne looked about the shop. “There are some nice old things in Kentucky. Country antiques,” she said with a sigh. Russell gave a professional nod.


  A week passed before Marianne came in again. Russell had been thinking about her and expecting her. He had known that she would come back and felt a little hurt that she hadn’t come sooner. She sat down with him at the back of the shop, at the worktable, sat with her hands in cream-colored gloves folded in her lap. He was full of wonder at her stillness, her stubborn concentration. Her body, in its desperate repose, excited him. He smiled at her, summoning what he hoped was an interesting hint of boyish protectiveness. He supposed her to be failing in school, but, no, she was doing very well. The trouble was that she would need to go to New York if she meant to have a real success. New York frightened her and her sense of obligation weighed her down. There was something plaintive and rural about Marianne that made Russell uneasy. Patches of cornfield on the hillside, played-out seams of coal, grange and union halls, mountain laurel in bloom, miners’ wives at a dress sale: she gave it all to Russell, who whistled through his teeth with a peculiar embarrassment before these memories. Nervously, he became jaunty and flirtatious.


  “I guess I better not tangle with you. I hear those mountain people can hold on to a grudge. Their aim with a pistol’s pretty good too, huh?”


  Marianne took this seriously. “My family is strictly against guns and always has been.”


  Russell was trapped. He kept on smiling and waited for a new thought to rescue him. “I love your little shop,” Marianne said, responding at last to Russell’s jaunty smiles.


  He warmed. “It’s not Fifth Avenue...just a little place with a few nice items. The man who owns it has other outlets.”


  A blurred mirror lay on the worktable. A wooden rosette had fallen off the carved frame and Russell, in his wandering, stiff-fingered way, had been struggling to tie it back in place with a piece of wire.


  “Here, I bet I can fix that thing,” Marianne said. A rush of pleasant feelings came over Russell as he watched her blue eyes squinting at work.


  “There, you’ve got it!” he said after a moment.


  Marianne tugged at the rosette. “No, it’s okay for now but wouldn’t hold. I’ll start over again.” She took the wire off the frame, straightened it, and once more began to tie the rosette in place. “It shouldn’t show any more than you can help,” she explained.


  Russell disagreed. “Don’t you think that people who buy these things like to do them over themselves, to get them just the way they want them?”


  “That I wouldn’t know,” Marianne said.


  She took a longer time over the second mending than Russell would have liked. He wanted to talk, to flirt. It was a relief to have the rosette in place at last and the task forgotten. He would show it to Mr. Soferis tomorrow. The mirror was what the owner had called a “fast item.” “This piece,” he had confided to Russell, “could have been sold to a private collector. But I think the Charles Street Olympia needs a draw. Put it in the window.” Russell noted the expression, “private collector.” He felt the need from time to time for a few choice phrases. He liked to utter them, negligently, and felt when he had done so a sensation of labor preformed, effort sustained, services honorably rendered.


  Marianne wandered about the shop, picking up things, running her fingers over them. “You sure can tell a man is in charge of this place. Things are very badly displayed.”


  “A woman’s touch will be appreciated by one and all,” Russell said gallantly. Marianne smiled. Her lip trembled a bit. Russell could guess that she liked him. He was not always so quickly successful with girls and the conquest gave him something to think about.


  “You’re one hell of a pretty girl,” he said, suddenly hoarse with the excitement of Marianne’s attraction to him. Then he added severely, husband-like, “The only trouble is you worry to damned much. You strike me as having too much to offer to stand around all day tearing yourself down.”


  Russell was vexed already by Marianne’s earnestness. He didn’t know how to respond to it and didn’t trust it. He believed clever, successful persons showed their gifts and superiority by a restrained boastfulness, by assertions that made a point without going too far. Even a good bartender, his observations informed him, or a gas-station attendant knew how to fill the air with assurance and conceit. For himself, he did not boast because he had nothing to boast about, but he liked to think of good fortune, successful deals, useful connections, profitable investments. He liked to stand at a bar at night, drinking beer, listening to stories of success with women, wins at the races, loans that came at a desperate moment. Modesty, caution, realism sent a wave of dismay over Russell’s spirit; he felt these attitudes showed a lack of inspiration. They cast an unnecessary pall, like hints of disease. He admired Marianne’s journey from Kentucky to the school in Boston, her trim, neat figure, her capability. Still he was not quite sure how to take her. She was a change of taste, not a grand passion.


  Russell was from Malden, a suburb of Boston. Now that he was working in town, at the Olympia, he had dropped his high-school friends and had taken to going around Beacon Hill alone at night. He had also dropped his girlfriend, Karen. There didn’t seem to be much point to Karen after he’d left home and set himself up on Pinckney Street. He furnished his room with crates, odds and ends from home, and more important to him than the bits of furniture was his effort to make real an idea that had seized his imagination: a smart bar in Worcester. In pursuit of the idea he painted his one unbroken wall black and put a reproduction of a pink-and-blue ballet dancer on it. He made himself a bar; he found a martini pitcher with the figure of a nude girl stamped on the inside of it; he had a cone-shaped copper light over his bed, which was a narrow cot that served as a sofa when he was not sleeping on it. Over this he had a black-and-white-striped spread and some rubbery-looking pink pillows. He was glad when he found plastic curtains with the Eiffel Tower printed on them.


  In his new place, he felt himself to be a different person from the Russ Simmons who had liven in Malden with Mom and Dad. The new person entertained himself with record albums that bore name such as Music to Dream By and Reveries for Lovers. He had his old accordion upon which he still sometimes played “Amapola.” In an alcove of the room there was a small stove and a little icebox where he kept a can of condensed milk for coffee, bottles of beer, and sometimes a package of Velveeta. In the evenings, free of home and Karen, he drank beer and even occasionally went, with timidity, to the coffeehouses of “The Hill,” as this section of Boston is called. He stood around for hours every night, flicking ashes from his everlasting cigarettes, turning now and then to grin uncertainly at friendly faces, coughing, straightening his tie. He had few clothes, since he barely made enough for his room and for beer. He had only one suit and a loosely cut sports jacket with patch pockets. Day and night he wore white wash-and-wear shirts that were now turning gray.


  The junk at the Olympia did not interest Russell at all. What he wanted was a little bar like the one in Worcester, the cool, sweet little pink-and-black bar that, once seen, remained to haunt him, like the unattainable virgin face that brings longing and inspiration. He saw himself presiding over the bar, sometimes gossiping discreetly, listening with the wise, manly air he had observed in bar owners. As he nervously walked over the cobbles of Boston, his brown hair brushed up in a stiff wave at the front, his manner restless and yet curiously torpid too, he would dream of what he would do with his life. Beyond that dream he hadn’t any plans and yet he was not worried. He felt protected as a part of a prosperous mass; his roots were buried in fertilized, well-watered soil in which even the weakest plant could live. Strangely, he did not feel alone, odd, a failure. He felt himself to be like most other people. Russell was very thin and still his face was surprisingly round and, at first glance, fresh-looking, despite his light, tired, sleepy eyes. He usually looked like a healthy man in a temporary state of exhaustion, like someone with a Sunday-morning hangover, not at his best. In truth the thinness was Russell and the round, fresh face was an illusion. He slept little, ate little, smoked all the time, drank a good deal, and had coffee at two in the morning so that he need not go home or if at home need not go to sleep.


  In the Pinckney Street rooming house, Russell made a few new acquaintances. There were two girls, young hairdressers, eager for dates. They were always up after midnight, watching television in their dressing gowns, or frying bacon and eggs and making coffee. Sometimes when they heard Russell coming up the stairs they would ask him in or he, seeing the lights burning, knocked and went in for a chat. Often, on a Monday night, the exhausted girls would fall asleep at ten o’clock and Russell would feel forlorn as he passed their quiet door, even though he did not always want to see them and was careful not to involve himself too deeply. They reminded him too much of his abandoned, out-grown girlfriend, Karen. They were loud, obvious, fervently familiar. At the Café Vesuvius, where Russell often went to drink beer, he would never have dreamed of taking Linda, the one of the pair who most eagerly attached herself to him. The Vesuvius — Israeli records, cartoons on the wall, men in beards, college students, painters — frightened Russell. He well knew he hadn’t the pitch. He hardly opened his mouth except to talk to the man behind the bar and his girl, who sat for hours, waiting, scorning. “Characters!” she would say to Russell, her glance taking in the patrons of the Vesuvius. “Right, sweetheart!” Russell would answer, knowingly.


  He found the Vesuvius interesting, even if for the purest relaxation he went on down the street to an Irish bar, where his uncle Walt was sympathetically remembered. Russell was interested in matters of “clientele.” His nightclub-owner’s spirit expanded under the dim lights and he mildly studied the types of people “catered to,” groups attracted, special needs understood and gratified. In his rooming house he talked to the shifting tenants, the male nurses, the countermen at cafeterias, men who had been all over the country. He liked to hear about rich dames, motels with swimming pools, cars with leopard-skin upholstery, power boats, gambling dens — the rich sights recalled by itinerant workers, the wonders beheld by old bellhops. He was thrilled by the large, busy, public place, the fabulous tip, the important telephone call, the little favor done on the side, liquor after hours, setups at dawn. Russell was skill-less but infinitely tolerant, a lover of the casual immoralities of night life. When he was not settling for his dream of his own pink-and-black bar, he could see himself in a warm, prodigal, free-spending climate. In Florida, in California: there he imagined himself, smiling politely, with his wanton discretion, quickly pocketing a large tip from a man on vacation for whom he had placed a bet or found champagne on Sunday morning or offered the telephone number of a young lady.


  Into this dream life Marianne Gibbs came, a rural, hardworking realist, with the rational, accommodating manner of a brisk little slave. And she made an effort with Russell, right from the first. It flattered him, confirmed his own blurred optimism to find himself accepted by this useful person. She had, along with her sense of poverty and her desperation, a certain rock-bottom refinement, almost a gentility, because of her readiness, in her case a little anxious, to do the right thing. The rectitude of the gambler’s family, the sleazy rake with his Methodist wife in the suburbs — Russell too had hidden within himself the desire to win the love of a respectable girl.


  One night they went out to a cafeteria for supper after the shop closed. Russell had barely enough money to pay for the check. After that Marianne cooked for him in her room — cans of soup, hamburger, boiled potatoes. When they parted at night, no matter how late it was, Russell could not bring himself to go home immediately. Marianne gave herself to him willingly, gratefully, even with an earnest and remarkable passion, yet he felt the same need for his cup of coffee, his beer alone, late, in a pleasant atmosphere of idleness and waste. He meant to have his freedom, he would think, even as he held her in his arms. Alone, exhausted at last, he would button his thin, cheap coat and with a cigarette hurting his throat because of the wind he would give up the quiet Boston night and climb the hill to his house, at two o’clock or so.


  As he came to care more and more for Marianne, he found himself more and more knocking on the door of the hairdressers. Linda, a tall, plump, large-framed girl from the potato country in Maine, had, at the moment, pinkish hair. “It’s called Toulouse-Lautrec tint, if you’re not too dumb to know what that means,” she said to Russell. Linda was rough and coarse, but Russell was less put off by those vigorous qualities now that he had Marianne’s seriousness to lean on and at the same time to dampen his spirits. Linda would blow a week’s paycheck on whiskey, beer, crackers, and cheese for a party on Saturday night that might last until dawn. After that the girls would sleep until six Sunday night and then set about cleaning up the mess. Russell felt superior to Linda, and sometimes an expression of condescension appeared on his face. “You’d think you were God Almighty and I bet I make more washing greasy hair than you do at the junk shop!” Linda said to him over and over.


  Marianne’s plebian sense of struggle embarrassed Russell. He didn’t want to hear about the coal mines, to feel their darkness falling upon him. When she started to remember strikes and lay-offs and grocery bills, a fatuous smile would come over Russell’s face and he would say abruptly, “You sure have one good pair of legs. The greatest.” He was as poor as Marianne had ever been and he had debts, but he was strangely spoiled.


  One night he mentioned a particularly ferocious partly at the hairdressers’ rooms. Marianne frowned. The next time he went further. He said something in an offhand way about “last night” and she responded quickly, with irritation. “Last night! Honey, I thought you went home! It was after midnight when you left my place. And a weeknight at that. God!”


  It was not long before his evening partings with Marianne were punctuated by pleas. “Russ, for God’s sake get some sleep! It’s nearly one o’clock.”


  “So what?” he would say, not unkindly, teasing her. He felt a thrill of power. He did not want moral enlargement and he took pride of a kind in his ability to resist it.


  Marianne usually came to the shop at three-thirty, after her classes were over. She polished, she mended, she rearranged, she swept. Mr. Soferis was pleased. Russell did not take credit for the change, such as it was, but he took credit for Marianne. Mr. Soferis said, “Russ, you got that girl just in time. My lawyer says to me last week, ‘What good does that Beacon Hill branch do you? You have the highest rent of all your outlets there and take in the least.’” Russell was interested in this information. He did not want to leave the Hill. Indeed he liked living in Boston. He had his little fund of jokes about old, grand Boston ladies and even made feeble attempts to imitate the popular local type. He sighed soulfully over Christmas Eve on Louisburg Square. “It’s great. Some of those old houses put on a real show.” He most certainly did not want to go back to the filling station.


  Russell hinted at some of the shop’s troubles to Marianne. “I don’t think the stock is good enough and I’m going to tell the old man if I see him,” she said. Russell himself passed this diagnosis on to Soferis who mumbled, “I will send a few collector’s items in and see if they move.”


  Marianne came in the shop as often as she could. She still brooded over her schoolwork. “Funny, I’m doing real well and all that,” she said. “There is only one person who’s better and he’s a real honest-to-goodness genius. Really something. Dickie Angelo. He’ll be big, we all think that. Probably do show clothes or something. His ideas are tremendous.”


  For herself she was afraid of New York. “I can’t imagine myself there. Can you imagine me there, Russ? Now, honestly.”


  For a moment Russell entertained the idea of Marianne as a big dress designer and himself as her manager. His reveries lacked stimulating detail because he knew so little about the dress business and, in addition, his pleasure was interrupted by Marianne’s speculation that she might have to go into a big factory, do more or less routine work, along with other young designers. And perhaps more classes at night in New York. “You don’t mind the work when you’re just nuts about something,” she explained. “But I’m just not that much sold on it now, for me.”


  She had begun to learn a little about antiques. She had a book on old glass from the public library. Russell offered his advice. “You don’t need to know all that, doll. At least not for a dump like this. I bet there’s not a seller working for Soferis who bothers to know the stuff in books. All you need is a few words and phrases and well...” he reflected carefully, “well, a pleasant manner.”


  “I don’t want to seem stupid if somebody asks me something,” Marianne said.


  Russell was patient and shrewd. He had learned a few things at the Olympia. “The customers who really know the stuff don’t expect the sellers to tell them what’s what. I think, personally, they like it better if you don’t know what’s going on with the items. They are more likely to make a discovery, get something for nothing. All you have to do is just say, ‘Wedgwood’ or something like that. If it isn’t right, they smile.”


  When Marianne was in the shop, puttering about, smiling, talking nicely to the customers, Russell felt a satisfaction he had hardly ever known before. And yet something about Marianne’s diligence vexed him too. He sensed with great alarm that she was settling down with him at the Olympia. There would soon be little left of her career except the lump of guilt about The Fair Store and her patrons back home. Russell thought with horror of the cheap shops in the neighborhood, of the aging, gray, husband and wife presiding grayly over their worthless trinkets, their chipped cups and paperweights, their splattered hunting prints, their cake trays and finger bowls of blue glass. They were always cooking something on a burner at the back of the store. The jingling of the bell of the front door always found them slyly chewing. The smell of stale coffee, cigarette smoke, and dust, endless dust and quiet. The dreadful quiet, that was what Russell meant by hard work. Life was well-dressed call girls sweeping into a bar at dusk, businessmen with white convertibles waiting outside, soft strings and the sway of harp music. If his fear of the junk shop came to him late at night, when he was at home, he would call Linda and take her to his room. “I don’t think you’re in love with that hillbilly you’ve been going around with,” she said to him brazenly one night. “You sure don’t act like a man in love.”


  No, he certainly didn’t love Marianne, he would tell himself, with a sore heart. In fact he hated her. Her desolating memories provoked his anger. He, with his bad teeth, his debts, his round, tired face, his dingy cot, his listlessness, had, however, never known despair. His usual feeling was one of complacency. When Marianne said to him, as she often did, “You know, the coal business is shot to hell, Russ,” he felt as if she were uttering a witch’s curse.


  During one of these discussions he replied furiously, breathing hard, “Look, I don’t give a damn about the coal business!”


  “But I do, honey,” she said emphatically. “That’s where all my people are.”


  She was a demon, of that he had no doubt. It was a solace to go back to his Pinckney Street rooming house and talk to the drunken short-order cook, who was planning a trip to Puerto Rico. The cook had been there once before. He spoke confidently of getting a job in an expensive tourist hotel and somehow sharing in the golden holiday life. The cook was ragged, ugly, stupid, and lazy, but it did seem to Russell that this bereft, sad creature would someday return to Puerto Rico and present himself clean, sober, useful to the assembled gaiety.


  Russell’s broodings were broken by impulsive actions. He borrowed a hundred and fifty dollars from a bank to buy a 1947 Chrysler convertible. The act exhilarated him. “It’s like being barefoot when you’re without a car,” he said to Marianne, expansively.


  Six months passed quickly. Marianne clung to him. It puzzled him that a girl so capable should be so clinging. He was relieved when she went home to help out while her mother was ill. She was only gone for a week and yet he was disconsolate without her. Now that he might have seen Linda whenever he pleased, he preferred to wander about alone. And then Marianne returned, for the end of school. She was penniless, alone in Boston, looking to him. He raged inwardly. In the evenings they rode about, silently, in his hot, sticky car, under a thick, threatening sky.


  She said to him one night, “You know, Russ, I bet old Soferis would sell out to us. If not right now, maybe in a couple of years.”


  Russell shouted at her, “I hate you!”


  “Okay, honey, okay,” Marianne said quickly. Her hand touched his sleeve. After a time she whispered to him, lovingly, willingly, “ I agree with you. Trying to palm off a lot of dirty junk on people isn’t anything to get excited about...It’s hard to know what to do with your life.”


  Russell was dismayed. Marianne was smothering him. Her concession meant little and he was actually sickened by the world of cause and effect, work and reward, as she saw it. All that was real and inevitable to her was deeply, sickeningly unreal to him. He didn’t believe in it. What was at the end of the line after working and saving? Nothing, nothing — just more working and saving. It was a fraud. You couldn’t work hard enough and you couldn’t save anything. Marianne and her work-ruined relatives were stumbling old ghosts, warped and futile as the gaping, black entrances to worn out, abandoned coal mines. He hated them and meant to escape.


  And in the end something came to reward Russell’s faith. One of those chancy out-of-the-blue “propositions” came his way, just in time, and just as he had always known it would.


  A few mornings later a man came into the shop, a man he knew from the Irish bar as “Ken.”


  “I’ve got a few dogs I’m taking South,” Ken said.


  “Dogs?”


  “Racing dogs. They’ve been at Wonderland. Cleaning up. Now, we’re pushing on.”


  “You mean the dogs are yours, Ken?” Russell asked politely, eager not to seem to care what the answer might be.


  “Well, say I’ve got an interest in them. Put it that way.”


  Russell smiled. It came out that Ken wanted him for exactly what he had to offer, for his unskilled, tolerant presence, his companionship, his indolent availability.


  “If you’re not tied down,” Ken expanded, “I thought you might just welcome a change. Just going along with me, doing what comes up. Sort of assisting me. You won’t get rich and you won’t starve. Might have a ball while you’re about it, too.”


  Russ was ready. “Wind up in a couple days and we’ll be off,” Ken said, slapping him lightly on the shoulder to seal the bargain.


  Mr. Soferis was informed at noontime of the loss of his manager. Russell said, with a businesslike air, “The girl who’s been helping me out, as a friend, could most likely take over for a while until you get reorganized.”


  “Is the kid honest?”


  “Honest! Are you kidding? An honor graduate.”


  “Okay. Give her your key and I’ll see her in the shop that morning after you’re gone. I expect she’s been running the joint anyway, the way women do.”


  It was not so easy to figure out how he could make the arrangements with Marianne without meeting her face-to-face, and that he could not bear to do. The idea of writing a note was alien to him, also. At last he did what he could. He asked Linda, in her capacity as his neighbor, to call and to say that he had to go away temporarily on business with Uncle Walt and that Soferis wanted her to hold down his job at the shop until Russell got back. For the key — it would be left with the bartender at the Vesuvius.


  c. 1954–1960


  


  A Season’s Romance


  “I can’t imagine why I rush around so, taking in things. No doubt this frenzy of mine can be laid at the door of the critics, since I follow their lead like a witless lamb. When I think I may miss ‘the greatest Aïda of the century,’ it makes me absolutely frantic, even though I am always saying I am not particularly fond of opera as a form. Perhaps I just love going to the opera.” Thus Mrs. Lily Wayland, with her cool and yet incorrigibly flirtatious smile, addressed her cocktail guests. The occasion was a small party for her daughter, Adele, who would soon be sailing to Europe for a year of study. Adele looked like a debutante, and everyone, even her mother, thought it engaging and a little absurd that she had just recently earned her doctorate at New York University.


  “Your great love of singing seems to come upon you just when Mrs. Ives sends you her every-other-Monday box tickets.” Thus Adele Wayland, as if for the instruction of her friends, corrected her mother while fastidiously maintaining a cozy and bantering tone. Mother and daughter trimmed their dialogue with irony and contradiction, and liked to be “amiably cross” with each other. There was no hostility in this; it was, on the contrary, affection, admiration, and common interests well understood and accepted that allowed them the pleasure of their corrections and reversals.


  “I admit I can’t abide to miss ‘the greatest Aïda of the century’ when Mrs. Ives sends me an expensive ticket. I wouldn’t dream of forgoing the Kabuki Dancers when I am taken there, all paid for, in the Boardmans’ limousine.” And then Mrs. Wayland widened her eyes and said, “Isn’t it wicked to be so trivial, so poor, and yet so luxury-mad — so fond of the best seat, so proud of someone else’s plushy car? A chauffeur is to me an overwhelming creature. I somehow cannot think ill of anyone with the money to hire such a person. I could love an ape if he were driven about by a man in a cap and leggings.”


  Mrs. Wayland and her daughter were handsome, intelligent, and spoken of as “a little different.” About this phrase, Mrs. Wayland would shudder and say, “That makes me feel like a fabric that’s been on the markdown counter too long.” Both mother and daughter could be identified in an interesting whisper when they entered the room. Mrs. Wayland had been an actress, the informing voice would say. Adele Wayland was “awfully bright,” a student of the fine arts. Mrs. Wayland had married for love and given up her career; her husband had been gay and handsome; with Lily’s help, he ran through the money he had inherited from his father, and he died in an airplane crash while he was acting as his own pilot. “I was of the breed of Cornelia Otis Skinner and Ruth Draper,” Mrs. Wayland would say in her throaty voice, “although I didn’t do monologues. I was well bred, well trained, intelligent, began my interest in the theater at Smith College — that kind of thing. Such bulky equipment is not what I personally care for in the theater. For greatness, a little dirt, a hint of the gutter, the grand slut — that’s the real thing. Hunger, violence, vice, outrageousness. My vices are of the bourgeois order. I love comfort, rich sauces, lots of money, and utter adoration!”


  Yes, Lily Wayland had abandoned the stage, but she had tried for years to take it up again, and always, incomprehensibly, without success. She made the dreadful effort every year. Each fall, accompanied by her insolent, charming airs, she would flippantly, but with a good deal of inward desperation, try to get a part in a play. Somehow, though, her clever insolence fatigued others; her plausible, mocking air was oddly unprofessional; she seemed, in spite of everything, an amateur.


  Mother and daughter had always lived in New York. They had had “very little money” for such a long time that it was difficult to imagine them in any other condition. Adele went to Smith College, as her mother had, but Lily had gone there with a good allowance and a trunk of new clothes and Adele went on a scholarship. Adele worked very hard, pushed herself to exhaustion, had high standards, and, like her mother, was a bit insolent and amateurish, in spite of her labors. After Smith College, Adele took an advanced degree in fine arts at New York University. “You are terribly good-looking, lamb,” her mother told her once. “The fact that you feel the need for advanced degrees is shocking — one of those bad side effects of a good thing, just as skin rashes pop out after penicillin.”


  “I don’t feel the need as a spiritual thing but merely to get a job,” Adele protested.


  “And after your tremendous work and training, your salary will most likely never be great. Pity. I should love you to have scads of money.” Lily Wayland missed the theatrical wages that somehow should have been hers and were not. When she thought of work, she thought of fascinating paychecks — of “a five-hundred-per-week minimum.”


  Lily was very much liked by her friends. They were always doing things for her: Esther Collingwood took her abroad for a glorious winter; Jeannette Dodge Muir insisted that Lily spend her summers in the lovely Muir house at Nantucket; Madeline Patterson gave her fur coats in excellent condition, and suits from Hattie Carnegie. Adele Wayland was just as handsome as her mother. She was slim, had fine legs, wore pumps with high heels, and had soft brown hair, trimmed once a month by an expensive hairdresser but otherwise washed and coaxed by her own hand. Her face was pale and her eyes were large; in her beauty there was a haggard aspect, as of some splendid thing suffering from overwork. Indeed, Adele’s life could accurately be termed “hard.” She and her mother were inscrutable facts of social history, a mongrel blend of genuine deprivation and genuine loftiness of manner, training, and expectation. Adele’s education had been won by the fiercest exertions. Since her fourteenth year, she had annually endured, like a politician standing for reelection, the anxious petitioning for a scholarship, the exhausting months of hope and despair while she waited for the announcement that would decide her fate, tell her what to expect the following September. And when, at last, her scholarship was safely awarded and the school year began, she had to labor unceasingly for grades, for favor, for recommendations, for honors. She competed, she wrote outlines for projects, she chose fields and learned languages, she made herself liked by faculty wives, she searched hungrily for sinecures — extra jobs where you could catch a nap and still get paid by the hour. Even her vacations were a contest — just one more application form to be filled in. She went about getting invited to the summer home of some prosperous schoolmate with all the conscientiousness and studiousness at her command.


  During her years at New York University, Adele had had quite a few beaux and one painful love affair. She was beautiful, but she was also intense and harassed. She preferred married men; they were terribly kind and nice to her, looking upon her as a charming and unexpected dividend. The men had their wives, and Adele had her dissertation on van Eyck, a project to which she was committed, and with which she was helplessly and anxiously involved, just as the men were with their wives. When her married lover, Harry, spoke of getting a divorce, Adele was miserable and, with great pain to herself, had to give up the affair. She was much too tired to bear the moral anguish of a divorce; there was no room in her heart for the emotional greatness poor Harry suddenly demanded of her.


  Adele wished to become known by her own efforts. She dreamed of important jobs, of reviewing for the papers and journals, of writing original monographs. And yet, even as she held these dreams, she was aware of the steady diminution of her ambitions and hopes. She had given so much in her early years that the spurt of wild energy she would need in order to do something distinguished after her years of schooling was simply not there. She feared that she had used herself up in the preparation and had no freshness left for the genuine moment. And here she was at last, her doctorate in her hand, with a fellowship for a year abroad to continue her study of Flemish altar painting.


  When her mother’s friend Madeline Patterson learned of the trip abroad, she expressed the belief that Adele might, in Europe, aim at the most chic and wealthy international set.


  “Are you mad?” Adele said “I’ll be in Flanders, in Ghent, studying in the churches.”


  “In Ghent!” Madeline said with a shiver. “My dear, I’m afraid there are no fascinating playboys there.”


  Adele set out for Europe in a low state. Now that her formal studies were completed, she did not feel relieved but as if she had to bear in some mysterious way the accumulated fatigue of her school years. She seemed to be sagging under the weight of her enormous efforts, her degrees and fellowships, her thesis on van Eyck, her nightmares before her oral examination, her dozens and dozens of requests for recommendation. Everything she knew, everything she was, seemed to have been bought with her very blood. It seemed to her impossible that she was only twenty-four. In this worn-down mood of the first days on the boat, Adele met Matt McGraw. At that moment, everything except lying about on the sundeck was beyond her; there was no future, no New York, no work, and no ambition. Even her mother, happily resting at Jeannette Muir’s place in Nantucket, was forgotten.


  Matt was a pleasant, brassy man, twice divorced, with one child by each former wife, a fifteen-year period of heavy drinking on his record, four years of Alcoholics Anonymous to his credit, and six or seven different advertising firms as his former employers. He was forty-three, of a character, and even of an appearance, somewhat perplexing, because of the mixture of the ordinary and the unstable. While he looked to be hearty, energetic, and typical, this appearance was much questioned by the fact that he had previously been a drinker. He was loud, generous, and rather complacent, and yet he had all the uncertainty and disorganization of his history to account for. The past year had been a successful one for his agency. Matt had money in the bank and went about all pink-cheeked, plump, and loudly optimistic, his very flesh revealing his personal and the national prosperity. “My alimony’s paid, my boys didn’t want to see their old dad nearly as much as they wanted to go to camp, and so I’m pleasuring myself with the delights of foreign travel.”


  Adele winced just a bit at Matt’s conversation, but still she did not want to be cold to him. Her inclination was to smile and to sit back comfortably in her deck chair. I suppose he’s awful, but he is good fun and I don’t care, she concluded with some wistfulness. There were many men on the boat more attractive than Matt and hardly any women more beautiful than Adele, but she didn’t want to talk to anyone she would need to be clever and fascinating for. She found herself smiling at Matt’s jokes, hardly minding his loud barroom manner or his fearlessness about a repeated gag. In the bar, Matt would order an old-fashioned for Adele and an orangeade for himself, and take happy and audible recognition of the mistake the waiter invariably made when he placed the drinks before them. Matt liked a world of familiar mistakes and well-worn refrains; without a touch of apology he gave “Bottoms up” toasts and uttered “See you in the funny papers” good nights.


  After spending an evening with Matt, Adele would go to her cabin and sleep deeply and peacefully. When she awakened in the morning, she would think of him and smile a bit patronizingly and then remember how pleasant it would be to have Matt on hand in Paris, how wonderful not to be alone. She could put off calling up the list of names she carried in her purse; they were names of people she didn’t know but from whom some unspecified yet necessary “help” might be expected — help in getting around, help in meeting other useful people, getting free dinners, and making good connections.


  Matt was loud and noticeable, and yet there was an unmistakable humbleness about him. Very often a deep and humble admiration for some rare person or place could be seen upon his mobile pink features. There was also in his nature a well of sentimentality, very deep, very urban, very knowing, in its fashion; this sentimentality mixed like a bland oil with the vinegar of his breezy but harmless vulgarity. It was of a peculiar sort; it came from the new world Matt inhabited, and was the same kind of tender feeling one might expect to find in a talented film director, in an actress, in newspaper people. Matt was no Dodsworth or Babbitt; he was a creation all fresh and new and recently seasoned. If one mentioned Bach to him, he was not hostile or bored; instead, a look of imminent tears would spread over his face. Perhaps he could not have named a loved piece of music or remembered a great experience connected with the work of Bach; nevertheless, an immeasurable respect for the composer’s name and his immense and lasting fame would seize Matt and move him profoundly, like a glimpse of eternity. “Ah, terrific, terrific,” he would say in a whisper, his voice choking.


  Matt was booked for the Crillon in Paris. The costly obvious had a power, like the power of drugs, over his spirit; compelled, elated, he moved helplessly under the shadow of this overwhelming need. “Even when I’m spending my own dough, I end up at expense-account joints. Occupational disease...None of those Left Bank attics for your Uncle Mattie.” He liked, with an abandon mystifying but marvelous to behold, to do everything at once, lay it on, and display without shame his greed for experience and his appalling generosity.


  On their first evening in Paris, Matt decided they would dine at La Tour d’Argent. But this was not sufficient. On the way to the restaurant, a large bottle of Shalimar was produced, which Adele acknowledged with a superior smile. (She was to learn that Matt could not resist making offerings of this sort, but he made them with a fierce and unforgettable joy, with a noble recklessness, with pleading, or with a somewhat humble and sighing simplicity.) Adele that night was powerless to alter her superior smile of acceptance, for it was only in this manner that she could accept what she felt such a sudden and unaccountable desire to have. And then Matt laughed and said, “I don’t want to lose my standing as a Madison Avenue parvenu. The largest bottle of perfume I could find and the one restaurant every hick in Paducah has heard about.”


  “You are very clever, Matt,” Adele said, touching his hand.


  The next evening, he taxied to her Left Bank hotel with a red satin evening coat from Dior under his arm. Ashamed, greedy, horrified as she was, Adele took great pleasure in the coat and wore it that very night, over her black cotton dress from Lord & Taylor. “How mean of you to tempt me with gifts! It isn’t fair to show me up so miserably as a gold digger. And the worst of it is that you aren’t rich. I haven’t even that excuse.”


  “I ain’t rich, but I’m awful sweet,” Matt said, pecking her cheek.


  Even though he was plump, and rather breathless after rushing about Paris all day, Matt was genuinely energetic in spirit. He seemed never to need sleep, never to grow weary of crowds and public places, of making plans, of giving and giving. He observed mealtimes as promptly and elaborately as a dowager, and for less formal hours he took Adele to cocktail rooms chosen from his black address book, just as if he were still roaming about the East Side of New York with one of his clients. And sometimes, late in the evening, when he had taken Adele back to his room at the Crillon, he would look at her, his pale eyes blinking rapidly, and say, “What luck, what wonderful luck for an old dog like me to be here with you — with a lovely, wonderful girl!”


  “It is I who have had the luck,” Adele replied to this one night, in a quiet, sad voice. “How nice you’ve been.”


  “I’ve fallen like the proverbial ton of bricks. You know that, don’t you?”


  “I don’t know what I know,” Adele said, putting her hand over her eyes.


  When he suggested they hire a car and drive to Monte Carlo for a week, she said, “No, I can’t, I can’t! But of course I will! How I long to see Monte Carlo and how I hate myself for it!”


  “Don’t hate yourself, honey,” Matt said. “After you’ve seen all the swank places from here to Siam, you can outgrow them and go in for quiet little unspoiled treasures.”


  They had a glorious time in Monte Carlo, staying in a suite at the Hôtel de Paris, playing roulette at the casino, and ordering champagne for Adele at midnight. As they whipped along in their Citroën, Adele would sometimes think with a flash of terror, What am I doing? Where am I? Who am I? She did not feel at all like the beautiful, promising scholar she was, like the daughter of her mother, like the sum of her achievements; instead, she felt at one with all the blondes wearing white sheaths and mink stoles who were also whizzing along the highways of the Riviera, accompanied by men from advertising agencies who wore, as Matt did, nylon shirts, brown straw hats with plaid bands, and, for the beach, bathing trunks with sunflower designs. Matt did not dress well; everything he bought to adorn himself was of a thrifty, indifferent quality. He liked to spend money on other people, and on luxuries, like the Crillon, that offered the promise of excitement. It was characteristic of Matt that when he was alone in New York, he often dined on a toasted tuna-fish sandwich in a drugstore.


  It was not always easy for Adele to decide what Matt felt. He made use of an irony as puzzling and necessary as her mother’s. He might say, puffing out his chest in imitation of some unidentifiable comic, “In my few weeks on foreign soil, think of the stars of radio, screen, and television it has been my privilege to see in the flesh — Gene Tierney, Faye Emerson, Diana Lynn, and Zachary Scott!” And then he would laugh on and on until his face turned red, but without clearly indicating just what he was laughing at.


  Adele shivered when she remembered that her great hope for the summer had been that she might meet Bernard Berenson. It was grimly distressing for her when Matt said, “You look as good in your bathing suit as all the belles at Cannes, and those gals don’t begin to know as much about the Old Masters as you.” Her heart ached at the mention of the Old Masters, and a look of desolation came over her face. But the pain passed and she found that she took a perverse delight in appearing — indeed, in being — precisely the sort of girl who naturally would be Matt’s mistress. It was pleasant, somehow, to feel that this role was right for her, rather than monstrously accidental, or faintly comic. She wore a slim orange linen dress that displayed her sunburned shoulders, and she imagined there was the same imbecilic pout on her heavily creamed lips as on the lips of her vacationing “colleagues.” Sometimes she and Matt sat for an hour without speaking. On one of these occasions, he finally said, “Cat got your tongue, sweet? If you don’t come out with something soon, people will think we are married.”


  Adele allowed Matt to make all the decisions. They swam and sunned and ate and gambled; they walked and looked and sat and sipped. She did not mind being a typical money-flush American tourist, and Matt’s dollars had for her the sheer power and fascination they had for hotel owners, porters, and headwaiters. And what a relief that the dollars were simply themselves — items of pure utility. This glorious money was not to be spent with the hope of exclusiveness; instead, the dollars were to be poured into the expected vessels — the well-known tills of the democratic, fully advertised “best” hotels and restaurants. The generosity with which Matt expressed himself aroused in Adele a combination of shame and slavishness, a strange union of emotions that were dramatic and thrilling in themselves, like the emotions a fastidious, intelligent woman might secretly feel for a powerfully attractive policeman, or a soldier met by chance, or the young man on the grocery truck. And, too, Matt was obstinately gentle and protective. She was extraordinarily happy.


  “Did you really drink too much? I like to think you are just boasting, pretending to excess. It seems impossible that you were a tremendous drinker,” Adele once said to him.


  “I was. Indeed I was. I have known tortures and been a torturer. I have been at the very bottom,” Matt said, blushing for the dangers he had passed, almost as if he felt too modest to claim them in all their extremity.


  “And did your second wife drink, too?”


  “Yes, she did — and does. Like fish, I believe it is expressed.”


  “How strange! I cannot imagine it at all. You don’t seem the type. You seem made for happiness, I must say, but perhaps that is superficial.”


  “Happiness superficial?”


  “No, my thinking you are made for it.” And then Adele noticed that Matt’s plump little hands were trembling, as if she had made some spectacular declaration of love for him.


  “Poor Matt,” she said suddenly, moved by the thought of his complacence and his humbleness purchased with suffering. Matt was complacent about his victorious struggle over weakness, humble from memory of that weakness.


  He had only five weeks in Europe and then had to fly home to his office. Adele, with a falling sensation, went back to Paris — to her cheap restaurants and her student friends, to dull engagements with people on her “list,” to serious young Americans planning great things for themselves. She had a miserable winter, spent mostly in Brussels, with lonely trips to Ghent, Bruges, and the museums in Holland. She worked hard, because this discipline was now a part of her nature, but she was cold and dreary, and found both herself and her life disappointing. With a nearly unbearable stab of anguish, she realized she had nothing new to say about van Eyck or about Flemish altar painting. No effort could temper that discouraging realization. Again she felt close to tears a great deal of the time, and she tried to run away from her distress by spending three weeks in London. Here she saw people her own age — school friends, scholars with no money — and began to have some hope that she could manage for herself. She looked up more names on her list, and each captured person was nice, but the coldness and dreariness and loneliness of the winter were stronger than anything else and they prevailed. Wherever she went, her slim beauty astonished people, but this was mere admiration and counted for little when what she wanted was freedom, excitement, companionship, decisions taken off her shoulders. It was humiliating; nevertheless she looked forward to her return to New York and to a job.


  During the winter, Matt wrote to her. More than once, he sent her mad cables from bars, where he, cold sober, went with his clients and managed to do all the wild, exaggerated things he used to do when drunk. He sent her nylon stockings; he wrote her love letters, which were unaccountably shy and inexpressive, beginning with a “Dear” and ending abruptly with “Love, Matt.” The propriety and epistolary decorum of Matt’s Illinois Methodist forebears came out when he was obliged to send a love letter across the ocean. Adele, on the other hand, wrote him some rather emotional letters, filled with all the aches of her loneliness. In Matt’s presence her language had not been marked by ardor, but now that he was away — far away — caution, shyness, and even her good sense vanished, and she wrote whatever came into her head.


  In her letters to her mother, Adele had mentioned Matt, but always with a show of cynicism. That seemed to be the proper way to speak to her mother about such a person as Matt. It was easier for Adele to be ashamed of her disloyalty than to display, for her mother’s eye, mushiness and sentimentality. She wrote, “Here in Belgium I feel as spleenish as Baudelaire did about this country and its people. I could even wish, in my fallen state, for the company of my huckster dude friend Matt.”


  When Adele’s year abroad was over, she returned to New York looking pale and sadly shabby. She returned with boxes and boxes of books, and with the sorrow of her desolate winter still clinging to her. Her mother and Matt were waiting at the dock. She was swept up immediately into Matt’s gushing generosity, lifted from the crowded third-class lounge into the dizziness of an irregular, free-spending city life. Matt, looking plump, rosy-faced, and brightly evident, had been about his work for an hour before the boat was due to arrive: porters had been bribed; a taxi driver had been tipped and told to come back at the precise moment when, according to Matt’s calculations, a cab would be needed; a small bouquet of white roses had miraculously stayed damp and fresh while Matt managed and bribed and tipped and waited. The free and somewhat comic expenditure of cash was, with him, a special kind of attractiveness. In his presence there were always eagerness and rush and the jingling of coin; everything was funny — people laughed, Matt laughed. Prodigal and cozy, benevolently smiling, familiar and yet magical in his powers, he was like some comfortable, homely, prayer-answering god of the hearth and table. He was, it soon came out, making more money than ever.


  Lily Wayland, whom Matt was meeting for the first time, made a great impression on him. Her throaty voice and distinguished smile had gracefully survived a hard winter. She had not known that Matt would be there to meet Adele, but she smiled and enjoyed his gallantries and efforts quite as gratefully as her daughter did. With her nose buried in Adele’s rose bouquet, she could not resist saying, “Our thanks, Baron Ochs, our cavalier!,” trusting, with reason, that Matt would not recognize the reference to the fat, lusty villain in the Strauss opera.


  Matt bowed happily and whizzed the ladies off to their apartment, where he insisted he would leave them for the afternoon, because they must have “everything and its grandmother to talk over together.” They were, however, quick to accept his invitation for dinner.


  “It seems a little second-rate to be rushing out the first night you’re home, darling,” Lily said to Adele after he had left. “And the man — to me, at least — is nearly a stranger. Still, I couldn’t even try to resist. Gracious, how splendid not to have to cook your triumphal meal!”


  “Yes, Mother,” Adele said. “I’m ashamed to admit how much I hope he takes us to some smart place.”


  “Yes, something costly and filled with important people to look upon and gossip about.”


  During the afternoon, Adele lazily went about unpacking, all the while astonishingly aware of the way she was longing for the time when Matt, with his eternally waiting taxi, would rush up to the apartment, lift her out of her independence, and lead her gaily from one place to another. It was delightful to think of being handed about, paid for, displayed once more. Had Matt been a really wealthy man, some guilt and complication might have attached to all this, but no matter how high his earnings might go, no one could really think of Matt as anything except childishly free-spending and high-tipping. No great moral issues presented themselves; he was the lower orders on a perpetual spree, rather than an instance of privilege. Matt was the man who “had plenty of dough”; he was not to be described as “rich” or “wealthy.”


  In September, Adele began a job with the Metropolitan Museum. It was not the important appointment she had dreamed of in her college days; it did not pay very well, and yet she could at least feel — or try to — that her connection with the great museum justified her years of labor and study. Things would have been happier had she been able to think of her new work as the end she sought, but this was not the case. All during the working day, she experienced anxiety about her career and shame about the extraordinary and undeniable decline of her professional ambition. Nervously she would vow to set aside three evenings a week and all day Sunday for her writing on Flemish altar painting — but just to think of Flemish altar painting filled her with distress. She scolded herself because the pieces were not already written; she sighed with regret for the extra work she had failed to do during her precious year abroad. She could not endure the thought that her lovely life was to be just this — just working in the museum five days a week. The work was pleasant, but she had not asked for a pleasant job; she had asked herself for some sort of unique achievement and situation. She even began to take stock of her beauty, to admit it, to criticize herself for wasting that talent, along with her others. She was indeed beautiful, and if this was to be all — the present agreeable job — she might better not have gone to college in the first place. If, somehow, destiny meant to deprive her of personal greatness, she was certainly fit to marry greatness, fit to live on the public stage, to adorn a serious and exalted life. This vision and these demands were not merely her own; they were her heritage from her mother and father. True, her father, Dickie Wayland, had not “done anything,” but he had been well known as a charmer, sought out as a famous, even an “important,” ne’er-do-well.


  Adele, however, did not write her articles three nights a week and on Sunday. Instead, she went home from work, took a bath, creamed her face, lay down on the bed with her eyes closed, in preparation not for art history but for an evening engagement. With terrible impatience and gratitude she waited for Matt to call for her at seven-thirty. Always they went out. They dined; they went to the theater, to movies, and to amusing bars for a nightcap. Rarely, she went back with Matt to the grubby apartment he lived in, near First Avenue. More often, she went home, slept soundly, and awakened with her mind already set upon the coming evening, only hoping to endure the coming day. Lily Wayland sometimes went out to dinner or to the theater with them. When she protested that she should not accept Matt’s generosity, he would fall on his knees and say in a fake Southern accent, “Miss Lily, we all adores you!” He did adore Lily; he sent her funny postcards signed with ridiculous names, he brought flowers, gloves, a scarf. Lily accepted his gifts with her hoarse, indolent laugh, and said, “I’m a rotten peach already, so spoil me more!”


  Alone with Adele, Lily once reflected, “That man is frightfully good-hearted. I feel a little uncertain about it, a little guilty. Are we taking advantage of him, do you suppose?”


  “I hope not!” Adele said, hastening to leave the subject. She did not, as the months passed, like to discuss Matt with her mother. The temptation to be frank and ironical about him had vanished; she did not want to talk about him in any manner now.


  And it always seemed that just when they wanted Matt, there he was, at the door, doffing his cheap hat, looking absurd, bowing and calling out, “Dear ladies! I do not know which I love best, the dear widow or my beautiful work of art.”


  Adele did not ask herself openly where her romance with Matt would end. She even tried to prevent herself from wondering about it, and fortunately she had little time to wonder, because she was either working or dressing for the evening or falling asleep exhausted and strangely happy. During these months, she continued to have other engagements from time to time. She went to exhibitions on Saturday afternoons with her old friends. Occasionally, she went along with them to bottle parties in the Village at some painter’s studio, or to cold-water-flat cocktail parties where thirty people got very drunk in one tiny room. At these times, she was always quiet and friendly, but withdrawn, and experiencing faint feelings of depression and self-criticism. These parties and friends brought back the terrors and hopes of her school years; a fever of competitiveness would rise in her briefly, along with a terrible reluctance to begin her labors once more. Sitting on an uncomfortable chair in a painter’s studio, she would be forced to accept herself as one who worked madly only to fall apart on the very threshold of her goal — one who sank just as land was in sight. As she looked about the disordered studio, her art history was threatening to her inward peace, and yet fearful still in its hold upon her. But when she was with Matt, her art history did not challenge her; instead, it took its rightful place as an accomplishment to be proud of, a lucky circumstance, a gift from heaven. It was like her beautiful legs and her clever mother. Matt imagined that her learning, of itself, brought Adele the satisfaction she had sought when she so industriously, and at such cost to herself, acquired it.


  The romance, of course, did, at last, start to give pain rather than pleasure. “Sooner or later, there is trouble in paradise,” Lily Wayland observed. The bitter moment came suddenly, and its grimness lay in the fact that a decision had to be made. Matt’s office wanted him to go to Dallas. They planned to make him director of a new branch there, and he planned, without hesitation, to accept. “There are acres and acres of cash in Texas,” he said. Not only did he mean to go to his new office, he was much pleased by the thought of it, and he seemed to assume that Adele would go with him.


  Adele did not want to go to Texas — not at all. She could not! From the very first moment, she knew it was impossible. If they went to Dallas, she felt — even though Matt had said nothing about it — that they would have to marry; they would rent an apartment, buy furniture, make friends, go to the country club on Saturday evening. But she didn’t want furniture, a Thunderbird, a fur cape to wear to suburban cocktail parties. Her eyes filled with tears when Matt told her of the change in his life. “I cannot do it!” she said immediately. She could not imagine them in their own house. In New York, Matt was possible. His soul had some of the gritty grandeur of the city itself; like a nomad, restlessly seeking, he roamed the midtown plains with all the knowingness of an animal that has found its natural grazing spot. The beauty of Matt’s life was defined by taxis, expense accounts, even by his dingy little flat on East Fifty-second Street. There Matt, the only Matt Adele could imagine, made his cheap bachelor home, which was like his cheap bachelor clothes. In his apartment, his dusty one-and-a-half, there were Coke bottles and streaky highball glasses on the coffee table; the old-fashioned air-conditioner, long since past using, rusted on the windowsill; his towels collected under the washbasin until his once-a-week cleaning woman took them to the Chinese laundry. This was where Matt slept, but his true home was a restaurant, or even, one might say, a taxicab. Not to be going to first nights, small East Side movie houses, bars with good “society pianists,” was unimaginable. Matt, puffy and blond, with his alimony, his sharp-nosed sons who went to military school — this Matt, watering the lawn on a Texas Sunday!


  One night, Matt admitted, with the persuasiveness of grief in his voice, that he had hated the idea of having Adele for his mistress. He admired her too much, thought her too beautiful and her mother too extraordinary. Phrases like “well bred” and “nice people” came to his lips. “I have felt very guilty, baby,” he said. “Naturally I’ve enjoyed it, for such is the nature of the beast, as they say in the movies, but, honestly, I don’t think that sort of thing is nearly good enough for you. I don’t want to sound like some damn-fool Billy Graham, and yet the truth is, so help me, that it seems a little on the low side, this not being married.”


  “No, I can’t! I can’t!” Adele said desperately. “I don’t suppose you will understand it, but I really must stay at the museum. I couldn’t do my work outside the city. Forgive me, Matt!”


  “I hate to be beaten by the Old Masters,” Matt said jauntily, but unable to conceal his bottomless disappointment. He tried again, he begged, he hoped for a while. Then he went off to Dallas alone.


  Adele and Lily stayed on in New York. Once more they began to invite guests to their apartment for a nice French-casserole-and-green-salad supper, once more they spent the weekends altering dresses, talking ironically, and trying to get brilliant invitations for the following summer. Adele would think of writing a book, or discuss the buying of a new dress, or smile when her mother walked about in costly French shoes given to her by Madeline Patterson, which, she said, “were not wildly comfortable.”


  Sometimes Lily would say to her daughter, “Dallas...I suppose for your particular talents it would have been quite the end.” And then she would sigh. Adele could make no answer. She would just lie back disconsolately on the sofa and listen to the radio, or simply rest her eyes. Her mother, sitting across the room with a highball glass in her hand, would shake her head and say, “‘Povera Butterfly.’”


  1956


  


  The Oak and the Axe


  Clara Church, although only thirty-three, earned fifteen thousand dollars a year. But it was not this good fortune that gave her an important, confident air; on the contrary, she had started life with just the vigorous, self-reliant sort of temperament that enabled her to earn her fifteen thousand. Clara was tall and handsome and had an ample opinion of herself, which did not, however, pass beyond the reality of the matter. When she thought of her life, her endowments, and her luck, she could face them all with affectionate candor and a tender, rather soothing modesty. She had a rapid, ambitious step and a smooth, alert, prosperous sense of well-being that made each day an interesting and lively experience to go through. Her healthy, athletic narcissism and the pulsings of energy and success gave her a kind of beauty, like that of a splendid oak or maple. About her intellectual accomplishments, her attitude tended toward gravity. She knew the joy of learning new things, just as she knew the joy of her wonderful, springy, brisk nature.


  “Technically,” as she liked to put it, she was the food editor of a very successful magazine for women. “That is my title,” she would say in her dignified tones, “but I don’t spend my entire life on four-color illustrations of ham, pineapple, and peas.” Indeed, Clara had made quite an exciting and unusual life for herself. She loved the pamphlet-and-committee world into which her work and her inclinations led her; she was always ready to serve beyond the call of duty — to act as an adviser on minimum diet, child labor, and the changing world of women, and to draw up publicity releases for the aid of war orphans. She had been abroad for the government, spoken at the United Nations, appeared on forums, and produced a number of brochures for her committees. Everything she undertook was accomplished with unfailing seriousness and efficiency; she had sometimes given a whole evening to a judicious weighing and balancing of qualities and limitations before casting her vote for the Most Important Woman of the Year.


  Clara also liked the arts, and she had a politician’s memory for names and titles, as well as a number of opinions, which she had arrived at with solemn energy. At a cocktail party, she might say with a thoughtful frown, “Ivy Compton-Burnett...of course, of course. I’m never sure what I truly think of her novels — can’t make up my mind.” Or she might remark about a painter, “I think he exaggerates what started out as an original vision.” These were not mere phrases with Clara but the hard work of her mind. She was independent in spirit and keen for knowledge. Her great charm was her utter subjectivity. When she arrived at a popular opinion, she had arrived at it; if she happened to share this opinion with a great many other people, that was merely to be expected. One might have branded her with an iron without getting her to modify a “position.”


  Clara’s candor and industry made people respect her, but she was not the sort to be adored by switchboard operators or imitated by young secretaries. The cool, clear gleam in her eyes spoke of her own odd inspiration and devotion, but these were too austere and personal to inspire others. Her relations with her superiors and equals were excellent. Nevertheless, Clara’s attitude toward these persons was mixed and apprehensive, in spite of the unusual correctness of her professional behavior. If there was joy in success, there was anxious responsibility, too, and Clara sometimes feared that the haphazard, indifferent way other people performed their duties might lead to disaster. She would remind herself that her own virtues — punctuality, intelligence, foresight, discretion, and loyalty — were not everything in the world, thus, in a general fashion, trying to place her own talents in the proper order of things. Unfortunately, each day at the office brought nagging little problems and delays; the proper order of things was hardly evident there.


  Mrs. Morton, the editor and Clara’s superior, was a sensitive, imprecise, tardy, untidy person, as elusive as the lost scrap of paper upon which she had made an important notation and for which she was always rooting and searching. “I love her — a wonderful, wonderful woman,” Clara would say truthfully about Mrs. Morton, and yet there was no denying that she was a source of anxiety. The lost scraps of paper, ragged at the edges and unintelligibly marked, appeared in Clara’s dreams. Mrs. Morton was all sap and Clara was all bark. The editor wore an expensive, unbecoming hat on the top of her disarranged hair and was vague to the point of mystery. Confronted with the most urgent matters, she did not hesitate to wave her hand and say dreamily, “I’ll think it over,” or “Speak to me in a week or so, dear.” Mrs. Morton’s nature was deeply disruptive and intuitive, but her manner was warm, cooperative, and affable in the extreme. This inconsistency worried Clara. She tried to look at it as a problem that she, rather than Mrs. Morton, had failed to solve — a knotty little puzzle to which there was a simple key if only one knew it.


  Before the completion of each issue of the magazine, a frenzy of perfectionism would fall upon Mrs. Morton and she would keep the staff at the office until midnight working on some minor or major alteration in plans O.K.’d days earlier. In the chaos of these late hours, hardly anyone dared to look closely at Mrs. Morton, because she was so peculiarly, madly happy; she abandoned herself utterly to the demon urgings that disarranged, rejected, or criticized. Clara, too, was fearful to behold in these midnight sessions. There was a menacing rigidity in her features and a certain eloquence in her deep, outraged breathing.


  Since Clara was born to be happy and busy, she was usually equal to the disappointments and irritations of life even if she was certainly not above them. Crises threatened and tempers stormed; she grasped the rail and held on until the waters calmed. Genuine wretchedness she had never known and could hardly bear to think of. With her, terrible suffering had some of the force and horror of a taboo; it was against nature and degraded the unfortunate one upon whom it fell. Her first “disappointment” was her husband, Arthur Church, whom she had married when she was twenty-three. He was five years older than Clara, a spare man, with generous, extroverted ways, who had a disarming air of knowingness just when he was most befuddled. Arthur was an awkward piece of furniture, which could be neither overlooked nor easily renovated, although Clara had often tried the latter. His law degree from Columbia and his downtown office did not prevent him from reminding Clara of a shoe clerk: he had a pale, amiable, unprofessional manner, and liked gabardine suits of the paler shades and socks of pastel silk, these costumes making him appear — to his wife, at least — like a shoe clerk on a Sunday. Sometimes Clara would gaze at her husband with appalling supplication, dreaming that they might collaborate on a brilliant work of some kind or that she might discover an “ideal” by which Arthur would be made fascinating and distinguished. But nothing could be done with him; he went right on whisking out his colored handkerchiefs and telling pointless anecdotes in a voice of hilarity. He was never without a smile or a genial phrase, and yet he badly lacked a sense of humor. They had good times together when they were alone; then Clara didn’t mind his lack of style, because they were indeed very close to each other — thoroughly known and accepted.


  Yes, Arthur adored Clara, but quite suddenly, after more than ten years of marriage and in the same week that Clara had her thirty-fourth birthday, he left her and said he wanted to marry his secretary instead. When Clara heard this, she thought of it only as another piece of social clumsiness on his part and said, “Now, really, Arthur, you are always getting into these unnecessary jams,” as if he had got a bit too chummy with a waiter, rather than with his secretary. But Arthur meant what he said, and it took him hardly more than a week to leave Clara’s life entirely.


  For the first time, Clara began to experience real suffering. She was jealous of the secretary; she was lonely and severely humiliated; she saw herself as a discarded, pitiable object, irrevocably cast off not only by Arthur but by the world. At the office, she lied and said she had thought it best to part from Arthur, and she excused herself by remembering that she had often thought it best to part from Arthur, even if she hadn’t done so. There was no danger that any of her friends would see the happy man, because he spent his evenings in New Jersey, where his secretary lived with her mother and where, when they were finally married, Arthur bought a five-room house. Clara’s anguish was dreadful. This stunning blow seemed to wound her in every respect; she felt physically disfigured and morally tainted by it. Her appearance actually did deteriorate during the first months of her wretchedness, and at night she came home feeling bruised, sore, and unattractive, and could do nothing except lie about in her robe of orange shantung, her eyes covered with witch-hazel pads. She even quarreled with her maid, who was delighted by the master’s departure and liked nothing better than to have a single business lady to care for.


  Clara’s spirits picked up when she at last got the idea that the curse might be broken if she could marry again. Having lost a good deal of confidence, she had in mind an older man — perhaps quite a bit older — and when she walked down the street, her eyes would follow with real interest any portly, prosperous-looking man she met, and she would think, “Quite attractive, such nice eyes — the sort of blue that turns bluer as you get on in years.”


  About a year after her divorce, Clara met Henry Dean. He was not of the advanced, consoling age she had promised herself, but, at forty-seven, he had a wonderfully worn and interesting air. He was tall, thin-nosed, good-looking; his clothes were old and well cut, his smile careless and self-deprecating. Even in a corner of a crowded room, this man made an impression with his nicely seedy handsomeness. His was one of those thoroughly civilized images created out of thin noses, modest, intelligent ways, tolerant eyes, and, in this case, some faint hint of undefined impoverishment — an honorable disability. The suggestion of loss and damage appealed mightily to Clara after her pulverizing experience with Arthur. Dean’s charm, his worldliness and ease were (Clara was ashamed to admit that the word kept coming into her thoughts) aristocratic — a dispossessed, perhaps an idealistic-minded and disinherited example of the aristocratic. She was enchanted by the weary eye and bony blond face; hope and gratitude rose up in her heart. The meeting with Dean took place at the home of Clara’s oldest friend in New York, who herself had met him only recently and had the idea he had done something unusual, although she was not able to say just what this might be. Dean’s most arresting quality was that he was somehow greater than the sum of his achievements.


  His mind, Clara discovered, was nostalgic and remembering. The Murray Hill Hotel, the Lafayette café, the Men’s Bar at the Ritz-Carlton, Mrs. Vanderbilt’s Fifth Avenue mansion lighted for the evening, the brownstone Dutch Reformed Church at Forty-eighth Street — the thundering demolition of these beloved New York structures still echoed in his heart. The memory of the recent dead remained with him as if he were keeping a decent period of mourning. As a boy, he had served at the altar of Trinity Church, near Wall Street. “I daresay no one ever goes there nowadays,” he observed, and then added with a tolerant, understanding smile, “Why should they? I understand there are very amusing services on television.”


  Clara was elated by these notes, in a stranger, of a sound and practical traditionalism, but the harmony of the composition was somewhat interrupted by the abrupt mention of fantastic, bohemian summers on Cape Cod. The communion rail at Trinity and the chess table at the old Lafayette had not suggested any profession, but now Clara began to wonder if Henry Dean might be a writer or a painter. She had no sooner settled herself in this conviction than her new acquaintance began to talk of Mary Garden, of great performances at the Metropolitan, of splendid concerts at Carnegie.


  “His little stories are the most interesting thing about him,” Clara’s friend whispered.


  Henry overheard the remark and, with an expression of genuine astonishment, said, “But I never have anything new to say, and so I tell these old anecdotes over and over. Everyone has heard them. It’s all just nonsense — doesn’t mean a thing.”


  Clara protested and contradicted with an earnestness she was helpless to control, and he, smiling oddly, replied, “I’m awfully glad I haven’t bored you to death. When I feel shy and wonder what I ought to say, then I talk everyone’s ear off.”


  Soon Clara and Henry Dean began to see each other frequently, and Clara got to know more about Henry. He could no more have refused her intense and flattering concern than a dry root could have refused the rain. With disarming modesty and frankness, he supplied the bare and inexplicable conditions of his life. “I’ve had every opportunity,” he explained one night when he had stopped in at Clara’s apartment for a nightcap, “but I’ve never come anywhere near to being a success. I can’t say I’ve exactly killed myself with work and effort, but even if I had, the grim notion persists that things would not have been very different. You energetic people cannot understand the pathos of the lazy man.”


  Clara protested vigorously about what she referred to as his “simplifications.” She said, with her own ready frankness, “You are obviously an extraordinary person.” Henry Dean, lighting a cigarette and reciting in his quiet, pleasing voice the brute hibernation in which he chose to spend his life, filled her with a baffled and yet determined love. “It’s not true — this attitude you take toward yourself,” she offered bravely. “Your irony and paradox, your quickness to disown any sort of favorable view — I know all about that kind of thing. It’s usually the biggest lie of all.” Ah, but what is the truth, her heart asked with considerable anxiousness.


  After a week or two, they were going regularly to the many good, moderately priced restaurants in New York that Henry Dean knew. “For original research in the two-seventy-five dinner, I bow to no one,” he said jauntily.


  During one of these evenings, Clara learned that Henry Dean was the youngest of three sons of a family of some wealth, but that when the parents died, the distribution of these funds had not left any one of the children rich. Henry had a small income; he was therefore poor but never penniless, lucky but not well-off. About his financial affairs he said he felt like one of those humble but smug men in the annuity ads who announce “I am retired on $250 a month!” “You know,” he continued in his insistent manner, “one of those plausible-looking, pleasantly aging photographer’s models who stands in front of his own little house with the pruning shears in one hand and the other arm around his neat, gray-haired, ruffled-aproned wife.”


  “Stop! I can’t bear it,” Clara said nervously. “I’m superstitious, or at least I’m discovering myself to be. You say these things and they have mysterious powers — the sort of mood that puts a strawberry mark on a baby’s cheek.” In her mind she clung to the sweeter intervals in Henry’s biography — to Maine vacations as a boy, to his grandfather’s exciting law cases, to his study of the violin for a number of years. The violin had been abandoned in favor of literature. Dean had once translated a novel by Balzac for an American publisher. “A translation long since superseded,” he added quickly. And he had from time to time written “a few other little things.” When Clara at last reached this more fertile plateau, she felt at peace, as if all her faith, love, and respect had been obscurely justified. His bitter, neglectful smile, his denials charmed her all the more.


  Henry Dean continued to make an authentic effort to explain himself to Clara. This, indeed, was his great conversational theme — this devastating but endless examination, given in a leisurely, offhand style, of his traumatized spirit. He was as lucid, absorbed, and objective as a doctor describing a case. Truth, courage, and despair, in a desolate equality, were the attributes of his discourse. He said that when he was twenty-eight a kind of darkness had fallen upon him, a thing without apparent cause or definition, but the most real and painful experience of his life. “It is still there, now a thick fog, and again only a light mist.” He could not recover his old energy and happiness, his ambition. He just went on from day to day, enduring his cramped and knotted existence, heavy with a sort of temperamental fatigue and indolence, which were now his, just as his rather dimly lighted gray eyes were his. “The days are always cloudy, but I clear a bit toward evening,” he said. That he was able to go on, to talk, to see people made him more discouraged rather than less. His father had suffered from these depressions; he would be sent away for a time with a nurse and return well, happy, and vigorous. “With me, it is never that bad, alas, and never is there that much recovery. I’m able to command everything useless to me, but I can’t get rid of this genuine stagnation at the core.”


  “No, no! Have mercy on me and yourself!” Clara cried. Henry Dean touched her arm affectionately. Most of his time, he said, was spent in reading; he read everything and had animated opinions on a greater variety of subjects than one would think possible for such a retiring man. The paralysis was on the level of action; he had time and strength aplenty for thought.


  Henry had lived for ten years in an old hotel on West Fifty-seventh Street, Clara was to learn — one of those places in which many sweet-natured, undemanding, shabbily well-bred-looking men live without noticing they not only have been denied comfort and cheerfulness but are gradually being excluded even from any sort of service beyond that brushing glance by the maid which is called “doing the room.” Henry had one room and an antique bathroom, both of them small and dull, with saffron-colored walls. Each day the rooms were brightened briefly by a pale, dust-filtered sun, which treated the place with the same haste and indifference shown by the chambermaid. In a corner of the room there stood a few personal belongings, as if they were the last loyal friends of the occupant and were not to be alienated by all the neglect in the world. These were a silver cup, a Lautrec poster, a pair of riding boots, and a violin in a scuffed case. Here in this room Henry’s melancholy flourished — moss hidden beneath a clump of leaves. He delayed and delayed, and read and read by the light of a bed lamp, a bright and handsome bit of functional design he had bought for himself. At two in the afternoon, he could be seen in the lobby, shaved, dressed in tweeds, and appearing in a great hurry, because he wished to avoid conversation “so early in the day” with the old lady at the desk.


  Henry’s two older brothers, not so handsome as he and both of them ferociously proud and remarkably successful men, loved him exceedingly. Perhaps they loved in Henry the charm they had lacked when they were young, although the odd thing was that after the brothers became successful and were married to beautiful, charming women, they, too, became beautiful and charming. The brothers recognized that Henry was somehow banished, but they saw this condition almost as a choice, and connected it with his having artistic inclinations. In their generous innocence, they were proud of Henry; his thorough differentness from themselves indicated a mixed strain in the family they could well afford. And Henry was easy to love. He could be recalcitrant, ironic, and impractical without losing his sweetness, for this sweet nature had been formed by his discouragement.


  About a month after Henry and Clara met, he was attacked by flu, and, to his unutterable pain, Clara descended upon his hotel room, crying out in distress and love, bursting in on him with all the unwelcome energy of her growing passion for Henry Dean. She was shocked by the dinginess and darkness, and also by the fact that the object of her considerable love should be living in such a way. All the domestic arts of the ages that were lacking here — crackling fires, candlelight, crisp sheets and gay trays for the sick — all these seemed to reproach her, as if she had left her loved one in this condition rather than found him in it. The impression the room made upon her was a powerful one; she looked at it and at Henry with such amazement and determination that he shivered before the gaze of her fine eyes. For a moment, Clara could not speak. Her hands trembled. It was not the room itself that frightened her so much as coming upon it suddenly and without preparation; it was like falling out of the clear sunlight into utter forlornness. It bit into her, chilled her; the bleakness and the dismal quiet seemed to challenge reality — life itself. Clara considered the “real” Henry the man with the anecdotes, the light irony, the possible talents, and everything in her fought against the horrible chill of the room, the drawn blinds, the old newspapers, the unpolished silver cup, the silent violin. These were the work of the Devil. Clara believed, without having phrased it for herself, that the elect, the good, showed themselves as such by cheerfulness, by prosperity, by health and order and advancement; by these blessings God showed his pleasure, and his goodwill toward man.


  “Ten years, you poor darling!” she said. The thought of that decade lay upon her painfully, and, shuddering a bit, she took Henry’s hand and told him he must come to her apartment until he was well. He was too sick to protest, even if he had wanted to, and she carried him off to her splendid, light, airy penthouse — a tropical scene, all glass, and plants of the deepest green, with pastel carpets, soft armchairs, striped red, green, and yellow, like beach umbrellas, brass as warm and brightly polished as if heated by a Southern sun, pink-and-white dishes, and bedclothes smelling of cedar. Clara put him in the big bed in her room, and moved into her small spare bedroom.


  Henry was enchanted, and felt his life quicken under the warmth and glow of Clara’s care. “If I did not know myself with such desperate accuracy, I should say I was being reborn instead of recovering,” he said in a wan voice the first day he was able to get out of bed. Perhaps he did not find himself reborn, but he did not move away. He stayed. His presence was profoundly altering to the life about him. It was as if a pleasant, mild rainy season had set in in the tropics of the penthouse.


  One evening, Clara, made bold by her joy, said to Henry, “I’m very conservative, I suppose, but I wonder if you’d hate the idea of marrying. Me, of course.”


  Henry took a pencil out of his pocket and began to make drawings on the white edge of the newspaper he had been reading. “You can’t seriously want to marry me!” he said at last. “It seems such an odd thing for you, or anyone, to want that I’d never have had the courage to suggest it.”


  “Well, I do want it,” Clara said.


  “Of course it would make me very happy. But if you’re ever sorry, you mustn’t think you have to pity me and stick by it in spite of everything.”


  “Why should I pity you?” Clara demanded.


  “I’m not much of a catch. I’m sure I’m not the right husband for you.”


  Henry had, it turned out, been married before, in his early twenties. His wife, he said, was young and beautiful, and had left him because he was a “slowpoke.” “I think that’s a perfectly sufficient reason. It was like trying to mate a deer and a mole,” he added.


  “Who was the deer?” Clara asked.


  “I was the mole.”


  Clara found it difficult to judge humility in this shape. Henry took such care; he laid waste to his own personality like a farmer with a scythe. But he procrastinated about the marriage. He reminded her that he had failed once and would probably do so again, and yet he did not leave her apartment. In the noon sunlight, in the evening, with a highball in his hand and his reading glasses on, an expression of contentment might sometimes be seen on his face — a look of reprieve from his lonely life. Inertia, too, held him with its usual inexpressible power. He had been picked up by Clara and set down very firmly in her life; he hesitated to move, to disturb the new growth and flowering. Though women had found Henry attractive, none had given him such efficient love as Clara’s. She had swept Henry out into the light, and he stood there exposed and shy but reluctant to move out of the path of this powerful love.


  “What on earth could I possibly add to your life?” he asked her once.


  “Yourself. I want you,” Clara insisted.


  “I couldn’t endure the evenings without you,” he said, “but I didn’t want you to make a mistake. All my hesitation was false.”


  They were married quickly and quietly, and flew to Quebec for a three-day honeymoon. Clara was so busy just then that she couldn’t get away for a longer vacation. They returned and began their life. The plants bloomed, the sun shone through the windows, orange juice appeared in silver tumblers, newspapers arrived at the door, white walls were washed and pastel rugs were cleaned without one’s being aware of it. Everything was light and white and of a wonderful freshness. When Clara left the apartment at nine-fifteen in the morning, Henry was still asleep. She was not angry about this, but she was puzzled, and sometimes Henry’s slumbering form would frighten her and she would listen for the sound of his breathing, making sure he was still alive. For some reason, when Clara had closed the door of their apartment she would often think of Henry gazing at her with an affectionate and rather sociological smile and saying, “I’ve never really known a successful businesswoman before.”


  The maid was at sea about the new husband. Although Henry took a flattering interest in her affairs, asked her many questions about her life, and was always sympathetic and undemanding, she longed for her old relationship with Clara, which was less personal and more orderly. The maid, like Clara, admired Henry, but both women felt, secretly, that he hadn’t a right to his easy curiosity. They did not know how to take the fact that he lacked ambition and yet cherished his few accomplishments extremely. It turned out that Henry was always reading over his Balzac translation, sometimes picking it up again after midnight when he couldn’t sleep. He also cherished, like the memory of an old flame, the fact that he had once been a Communist, even though he was now an implacable foe of that persuasion. Clara, rigidly middle-class, was uncomfortable whenever Henry spoke of politics; she felt that his accomplishments didn’t measure up to the vehemence of his opinions and that seriousness and ideas were something one earned. They were not pleasures honestly acquired by lying on the sofa, reading. But she was afraid to touch upon the real and immense issue: Henry’s indolence. She felt that if she allowed herself to think of this, it would become more powerful, more engulfing than ever. Modestly, cautiously, she would sometimes dart about it, saying, “Darling Henry, if I could write as well as you and knew as much about as many things, I’d be at my desk all the time.” Henry would answer this with a chuckle of amused sympathy, but whether he was sympathizing with himself or with her was rather hard to decide. Clara brought home news of her work. The magazine had got more serious, she told him. Every month there were letters complaining about the frank articles on sex, mental hospitals, drug addiction, public scandals. “We take a very liberal and courageous line for a mass-circulation magazine,” she explained.


  Henry read Clara’s magazine and said he found the love stories and the lush advertisements more interesting than the exposés. Clara was hurt by this pronouncement but said nothing. She gave a lot of silent thought to it, and at last said to herself, in a private decision, that she “sort of understood” what Henry meant. Gradually, she was moving along with Henry into a world of strange distinctions, sudden ironies, and unexpected preferences; she found humor where she had found none before, and sighed with ennui where she had previously been fascinated. All her senses seemed alerted, and she felt in herself that exhilarating but dangerous clarity climbers experience at the top of a mountain. When she arrived at her office in the morning, it was as though she had come there from a far-off place — come from some brilliant, windy zone to a new and difficult climate. Her red leather chair, her signed photograph of Mrs. Roosevelt, her efficient long desk of special design — these items seemed to her amusing, mere props for a film about a career woman in a great Manhattan firm. She laughed gaily at the people in the office, but always with graciousness and a note of patience and forgiveness. It was pleasant to be seeing things for the first time — to feel the frightening clarity.


  One morning, a hurried conference was called. In Mrs. Morton’s eyes there was a nervous eagerness and satisfaction, and Clara suddenly found herself saying with a bright, abrupt laugh, “I feel the fury of a forthcoming crusade.”


  Mrs. Morton’s little face twitched, as if she might cry. She did not look again at Clara but after some expectant and breathless chatter asked her assembled staff what they thought of — and here she took a deep breath — a piece on homosexuality! The staff breathed heavily. There were perhaps fewer quick suggestions than usual, but excitement and interest were great. Mrs. Morton had in mind a well-known doctor with a light, clear style, just the man to tell the staff and the readers what to think. “Something absolutely honest and forthright,” she explained, “but done in good taste — perfect taste.”


  “I think our readers will on the whole stand by us, but there will certainly be complaints, perhaps quite a few of them,” said the business manager. “We must be prepared for that.” This man was thin-cheeked and nervous; he drank a good deal and had had to suffer manfully through several months of copy about alcoholism. The new direction relieved him considerably.


  “I don’t find this topic at all suitable,” the office conservative said sourly. This lady, an associate editor, was kept on the staff as a stubborn presence that stimulated revolt, the way an anarchist publication might bear the name and face of its capitalist founder.


  Clara’s mind was preoccupied with the desire to tell Henry all about this conference. When it came her turn to speak, she smiled and said, “I don’t know why we should feel courageous for telling people what everyone already knows.”


  Courtesy, equality, and consideration prevailed, and no one answered Clara’s remark. The silence was a bit disarming, but she nevertheless felt quite elated at having had her say, and in the evening she remarked to Henry, “Honestly, the childish way they carry on at the office! When they make the most harmless decision, they are likely to take it so seriously you would think they were setting out on some revolutionary policy.”


  “We are all helpless when we try to understand that kind of simple faith,” Henry said cryptically.


  For the past few weeks, Henry’s days had been filled with a new project of his own. He had started reading the volumes containing the transcript of the Nuremberg Trials in the public library, and he was making an excited and thorough study of the whole affair. Clara was impressed by this undertaking and told her colleagues about it. “No, he’s not a lawyer,” she explained, “but he’s fascinated by all this and will no doubt be one of the few people in the whole world to have read the entire, complete transcript.”


  Henry’s new occupation was a manly and promising one. In a tired moment in the afternoon, Clara would sometimes allow her thoughts to wander off in a dream, a pantomime in which Henry quite suddenly rose to national prominence as a writer for the press, somewhat in the style of Walter Lippmann. Still, on the whole she did not often have dreams for Henry. She asked only for him to get through the day without despairing, and for a burst of good conversation and an hour with their record collection in the evening; these last were an indescribable joy, the solace that her spirit sought and for which she was thankful.


  One day at her office, Clara said to Mrs. Morton, “We’re all boring do-gooders, fakes, a little. Perhaps it would be more fun — more practical, even — if we just admitted that the magazine is not a world-shaking concern, not a great monument to the public good.”


  Again Mrs. Morton greeted Clara’s apostasy with the threat of tears. She touched the younger woman’s arm in a confused, motherly fashion. “Poor Clara! Is anything wrong? Can we help you?”


  Clara did not respond to the mother hen. Insolently, she found it oddly gratifying to stare Mrs. Morton out of countenance, to wait, with a superior shrug, for the answer that could not be given.


  Perhaps there was a measure of cruelty in the suddenness of Clara’s dismissal from her position, and there was certainly real and prolonged embarrassment. Mrs. Morton looked quite desolated by the decision. “You’ll be much happier somewhere else,” she said to Clara with marked sincerity. “Isn’t it what you’ve been wanting, dear?”


  “It certainly is not!” Clara answered, completely taken by surprise. “I never thought of leaving — never! I admit that quite honestly.”


  “You are honest, Clara,” Mrs. Morton said in a reflective voice. “I have never known anyone more so. But I think you don’t quite realize, my dear, how much you do want to leave. I have no doubt it is an unconscious wish, but present in your heart nevertheless. Things often happen in that way. I don’t want you to be miserable. You’re so bright, so realistic, so reliable! What haven’t you done for us here! I must say I envy those who will benefit from your talents.”


  Clara was dazed, as if some peculiar accident had happened to her — something that stripped her of all her dignity, leaving her to appear foolish rather than tragic. “This is the end of everything I’ve built up,” she said with forthright desperation. “I’ll probably sink now, and be resentful and difficult.”


  Mrs. Morton was pained by Clara’s statement. Apparently she had expected something different, a dignified and resourceful Clara, bowing out with polite indifference. “It’s quite impossible for you to sink, Clara,” she said, her eyes rapidly blinking. “Your work is too valuable, you are too clever.”


  Henry was quite as surprised as Clara had been. His curiosity was enormous. He wanted to spy on the great world of activity when it was grinding out a major shock. In morbid pursuit of detail, he wanted to know what each person had said, how Mrs. Morton had looked. His speculations were rather farfetched, Clara thought, but his summing up was chillingly simple. “How perfectly extraordinary,” he said, “when no one could have suited the place better.”


  Clara stayed at home, living from day to day in the same bruised astonishment she had felt after Arthur left her. Henry proceeded with the Nuremberg Trials, although he was not inspired to anything except oral comment upon this subject to which he had given so many weeks. And at last even these volumes and their relentless reader were exhausted. Again Henry’s gentle, charmed depression filled the air of their apartment like a fragrant poisonous gas.


  “I’m sorry,” he would say, and Clara would be surprised to learn he was not speaking of her disappointment and failure.


  “Sorry, dear? What do you mean?” she would ask him, in the edgy manner of someone expecting a disagreeable answer.


  “Sorry that I’m so dull and feeling so low. I’m afraid you’ve now got the hideous chance to see my parched and dry mind in a closeup view.” He had fallen into an apologetic, despairing mood. “It’s not pleasant for me, of course, but it must be even worse for you, since you are usually so energetic and bright,” he added ruefully.


  “What is even worse for me?”


  “Having such a dreary person underfoot all day.”


  Clara made a great effort to give up her study of Henry, but she could not achieve this desired incuriosity. The confounding facts of his temperament, with his absolute self fixed and bound to its weaknesses in a way that was somehow majestic, were not to be fully grasped. Some peculiar metabolism, some undulating course of mood dominated his personal history. Very little could happen to Henry, but what little could arrived and departed with awful regularity. One should not, Clara decided, say that Henry was selfish. He was one of those who, for mysterious and mighty reasons, could not work, and yet he did not need comfort and would have lived on roots and berries if it had been necessary. He did not envy anyone. He asked only for a relief of his inner state; his humble desire was that Providence would see fit to return him to a lost condition of well-being. In the end, Clara felt she could not truly define him as lazy — not even that. He arose with a prayer in his heart, so to speak, but his demon arose with him. The absolute quality of his nature, the way his efforts did not bear fruit, the way he could sweetly accept his lot without demanding help from others — all this made him haunting and dear to her.


  Nevertheless, Clara herself had suffered and was still suffering from the shock of losing her job. She, too, needed to recover something lost — needed to make sure that her energy, wonder, and purpose still existed. She wanted peace and power over her life, and so she did not wish to settle into a new job until her moral strength had returned. Also, she was proud, and felt like a recalled diplomat or a deposed secretary of state; she was not one to run off to an employment bureau. Clara went through the days in a drugged, dreamlike state, which was at times even sluggishly pleasant. She found that when she forced an afternoon walk on both of them, they were likely to return more worn and silent than before. The maid was let go, and Clara made the dreary discovery that although she was a food expert, she was not a very good cook. Even the tropical, bright, fresh beauty of her apartment seemed to darken and wither; the atmosphere of spruceness, cleanness, coolness slowly gave way to gloom, self-criticism, and indolence.


  Clara had anticipated that Henry would be annoyed by having her about all day. She had — in her spirit, at least — acknowledged the problem of their being together from morning to night, day in and day out. But she was not prepared for the slight reversal of expected feeling by which Henry’s nature expressed itself. For his own part, he said, he liked nothing better than having Clara about all day, but he could not accept that she should be subjected to his invariable presence. “It’s unfair,” he told her. “You’ll become bored without perhaps being aware of it at first. Boredom is an immense thing, one of the deadly sins. Don’t experiment with it.”


  “Nonsense, honey,” Clara said lightly, but already, after the very first days at home, she had an unwelcome understanding of the great anguish that was rising up in Henry. His face quickly took on a strained look; his kindness and admiration moved her to tears. “What a fine woman you are,” he said more than once. “I was wrong to let you marry me.”


  Henry could not bear Clara’s constant scrutiny. It was not that he found it a nuisance or an inconvenience or a bore; the utter, literal, destroying truth was that he could not bear it. Only now that Clara was without a job did she realize how busy she had been and how little their marriage had altered Henry’s life. He had his rhythm, which kept him from putting a bullet in his head. In solitude, reading the three or four newspapers he took every morning, setting out in the afternoon for a bus ride to Washington Square, where he could sit on a bench and look at the literary and political magazines, having cups of coffee in drugstores, going to the Metropolitan Museum and reporting in the evening to Clara that he had an unfavorable opinion of the new restaurant — these simple rounds, interrupted by such projects as the Nuremberg Trials, were his fate, and his salvation.


  With Henry, forward movements, progress, and commitments were slow to be accomplished but retreats were surprisingly rapid. A month or so after Clara’s dismissal, he began to hint of his desire to move back alone to his old hotel on Fifty-seventh Street. Clara could not make the effort to stop him. She tried at first to insist that he remain, but her pleas had, even to her own ears, the sound of some humiliating banality or of bits of badly composed dialogue. To make scenes, to cry, to beg were impossible in the face of that peculiar wisdom, that civilized, suffering extremity that was Henry Dean. “I know now,” she said, realizing that his departure was inevitable, “what ‘gone before you know it’ means.”


  “You make my entrances and exits seem like those of a leaf blown in and out of a window,” he said. “I guess my destiny is no more remarkable than that, when you come down to it. The obscurity of the leaf!”


  “There is nothing more remarkable than your obscurity, Henry,” Clara said, without muting a clear note of discouragement in her voice.


  Henry’s old hotel, in a burst of sentiment, arranged to give him his former room, and he, wryly smiling, unpacked his Lautrec poster, his riding boots, his silver tennis cup, and his violin case while Clara watched. She had come along to help him settle in. “You’ve been heroic, dear little girl,” he said to her affectionately. “It is only a temporary thing.”


  “Mmm...Permanently temporary,” she said.


  Henry made no comment on that remark. Instead, he said, “I’ll probably go to pieces without you, but I think this separation will be best for both of us. I do hope — in sorrow and solitude, as the poets say — to pull myself together, get some work started at last. And now goodbye, my dear.” Quietly and firmly, he led her to the door.


  1956


  


  The Classless Society


  Willard Nesbitt marked his place in The Power Elite with a matchstick and put the book on the table beside his reading chair. Nesbitt was a handsome man, with a brisk, trim, lecturing air about him both in and out of his classroom. He was a professor of American history at the University of Chicago and well known beyond that for his books, his round-table discussions, his articles in the Sunday Times. He was clever, had easy, rather flippant manners, and treated the academic world as if he were just passing through on his way to, perhaps, the State Department or the United Nations. Hidden in his sensible heart was the desire to run sometime for the Senate, like Paul Douglas.


  Nesbitt put down his book with an ambiguous sigh. He found it very difficult to like anything with his whole mind. He was always being disappointed, even in the best. Laurence Olivier’s Hotspur turned out to be not quite as vigorous as he had heard it was; David Oistrakh’s violin playing left him with a sense of imperfection hard to define; he had expected there would be a lot more in Dr. Jones’s biography of Freud than he found; and he thought there might well be a lot less on every subject from Arnold Toynbee. Professor Nesbitt rejoiced in his failure to concur with the common opinion; he cherished his dissents and worked to refine and elaborate them as if they were a piece of historical composition always going to press. When he said, hesitating and smiling slyly, that de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America was immensely readable and would cause less trouble if thought of as a sort of poem, his students were charmed by his impudence. The theme that went the campus rounds, year in and year out, about Nesbitt was that whether one liked him or not, he was at least alive.


  Henrietta, Willard’s wife, looked up from the crossword puzzle in the New Statesman & Nation. The Nesbitts were expecting guests for dinner — Henrietta’s cousin Dodo Babcock, and a colleague of Willard’s, Clarence Anderson. The Nesbitts had known Anderson for five or six years. They invited him every year to several cocktail parties and small dinners, and yet they did not especially like him. The invitations were sometimes to be laid at the door of Clarence’s condition of bachelorhood but more often to something demanding and disturbing in the man himself. Willard, if a number of months had passed without his making any special effort over Anderson, would begin to experience a feeling of unease, of neglectfulness vaguely dangerous to his own well-being. Anderson’s themes were a devotion to academic life and a claim to be a nature molded by the habit of idealism and disinterestedness. He played upon these themes gently enough, but with assurance, leaving his auditors with the feeling of having been accused of something less than perfection.


  “I dread seeing Dodo tonight, somehow,” Henrietta said.


  “All that branch of your Babcock relations fills me with gloom,” Willard answered. “They have suffered the most fantastic collapse. The strain seems to have undergone a queer fatigue, as even metals are said to do. Or so I’ve heard.”


  “Metals?” Henrietta said sharply.


  Willard went on, in a musing tone, “There is an element of mystery about this generation of Babcocks. They present with a good deal of clarity the ancient debate between environment and heredity. Their parents were so gay and rich, and the children are so melancholy and undistinguished. They haven’t even got money.”


  “Yes, they do seem rather languid,” Henrietta agreed. “John and Evelyn have tried them all and given them up, though I think they admit that young Perry is good fun upon occasion.” John and Evelyn were Henrietta’s brother and sister-in-law.


  “But they think Perry’s wife is awful. I distinctly remember Evelyn’s saying that,” Willard offered.


  “I believe she thought it was Dudley Babcock’s wife who was so awful,” Henrietta said.


  “Each in her own way, perhaps.”


  Henrietta Nesbitt had been born a Babcock. In Chicago, the name of this family rang out with a clear and beautiful glory. The founder of the family had made a fortune in the copper mines of the West; copper sons had married Chicago meatpacking daughters. Henrietta’s branch of the family had never been as rich as Dodo Babcock’s branch. Now both branches were of unexceptional means, though among the more distant cousins there were still Babcocks of large fortune.


  Willard Nesbitt took pride in making no use of Henrietta’s connection with the great and famous Babcock family. This was not the act of spiritual renunciation he sometimes imagined, since there was not a great deal of personal advantage to be gained from the connection; the advantage, such as it was, was purely aesthetic. Willard, straining to keep the proper degree of faith with what he described as his own “fabulously simple” beginnings, felt that the absence of material benefit from his marriage gave him the right — even the duty — to make creative use of his special knowledge, through Henrietta, of the decline of certain members of what he liked to call “the ruling class.” On an intimate and yet ironic note, he sometimes declared he was less fascinated by the living Babcock fortune than by the dead one — those riches gone like a dear person, or buried by destiny like a once thriving village crushed by disaster. The financial decay of some of Henrietta’s relatives served Nesbitt as fresh fact from which theories might be drawn.


  “It’s damned risky having Clarence Anderson to meet poor Dodo Babcock,” Willard said, with a sigh.


  “Do you suppose he’ll be wearing his black loafers with the tassels on them?” Henrietta said.


  “Of course, and God knows what to match. These English teachers are all Cockneys at heart, secretly in love with Princess Margaret.”


  “Poor Dodo,” Henrietta said. “She has a faded regality, but her housekeeping is like a Puerto Rican’s.”


  “‘Faded regality’ — monstrous phrase. Probably accurate.”


  “Don’t you like Clarence Anderson at all?” Henrietta asked lazily. “If not, why do you see him?”


  “I always expect him to be something like Thorstein Veblen. You know, he’s Norwegian, and from one of those states out there — Nebraska, I think.”


  “He probably does go in for ‘pecuniary emulation’ — or whatever Veblen called it,” Henrietta said, with a smile. Nesbitt had been educating Henrietta for all the years of their marriage, but he did this without earnestness, because he was proud of his wife’s somewhat destructive natural brightness and not ashamed of her ignorance. The frightfully poor education of the well-bred society lady was a topic they often discussed. If Henrietta thought, as Zola is said to have thought, that Charlemagne lived and flourished around the fifteenth century — well, that was amusing. With her frightening gift for mockery, her disarming self-confidence, she at least did not have to talk cant, and that was worth all the education in the world. Or usually worth it. Willard had had occasion to feel Henrietta’s bite sink into some sensitive spot of his own being.


  “It certainly is hard to make the grade with you,” Henrietta said, after a pause.


  “Well, some few do at last succeed with me, but rare is the bird that meets with your unqualified praise,” Willard answered in his most affectionate voice.


  “Don’t be ridiculous....Please don’t be over Dodo’s head tonight. It’s bad manners.”


  “But it is impossible not to be over Dodo’s head. I thought manners was the art of the possible — or is that politics?”


  “It can be cow-milking, for all I know. Dodo has her own peculiar backwardness — that I admit, since one must. But she’s not stupid.”


  “I like old Dodo,” Willard said, retreating hastily. (Henrietta did not like to be pushed the whole way in her condemnation of her family. Sometimes, if they drank too many martinis before dinner, she would turn upon Willard and say, with profound intent, “You know nothing whatsoever about people with money and power. That you can go about all over the country, and on television, sounding off on the subject completely amazes me!”)


  “Do you think Dodo will be annoyed that we haven’t asked someone more fancy than Clarence?” Henrietta wondered. “It’s been such a long time since we’ve had her over I feel a little stingy not to be making it more of an occasion. One of the ways in which Dodo is absolutely unique is that you can’t flatter her by intellectual appeal, so Clarence as a mind won’t mean a thing to her. She’s an old-fashioned girl — money and position speak louder to her than all the artistic or cultural honors in the world. Mother, for instance, is quite different. When we asked her to our cocktail party for that dull friend of Albert Schweitzer’s, she was beside herself with joy and excitement.”


  “Actually, there is no one in Chicago fancier than Clarence Anderson when you come right down to it.”


  The Nesbitts had a four-room walk-up apartment near the university. The place was brownish, shabby, comfortable, stuffed with books and periodicals — all of which indicated, like a workman’s toolbox in a hallway, the life of the occupant. At the Nesbitts’, there were also a few surprises, the most surprising and important of which was a huge abstraction done in the manner of Jackson Pollock. “By a very gifted young Chicago painter, a friend of ours,” Willard would say by way of identification. The Jackson Pollock disciple had turned out to be a disappointment to the Nesbitts. He seemed to be becoming less known rather than more, but they did not take down the picture and store it in the basement, as the museums do. To be snobbish about Chicago painters seemed to them ludicrous and dull, like protesting about baseball or television. Among their other possessions were a magnificent silver tray, nearly as large as the abstraction, and a badly restored portrait of Aunt Mag Pierce, by Sully, which hung with careful negligence in a not very light corner of the dining room, flanked on one side by a Medici print of Uccello’s Cavalry Battle and on the other side by a disk of hammered copper brought from Istanbul.


  Just after Henrietta went to the bedroom to smooth her hair, the street doorbell rang. “There they are!” she called out. “Or at least there Clarence is. Dodo is probably still at home looking for her change purse or coloring her nails.”


  Willard opened the door and saw that Clarence had arrived first, but Dodo was just behind him on the stairs, calling up to him wistfully, “We are both going to the same place. Of course, I couldn’t have known.”


  Clarence had a rather controlled and faraway expression on his face. He loathed being patronized by the Nesbitts. He thought himself much more popular, serious, and clever than they; in his opinion, Willard was something of a charlatan, and Henrietta came under his suspicion as impertinent and shallow. Since he harbored these disparaging thoughts, the feeling he had that the Nesbitts, even at their friendliest, were somehow snubbing him made him rage with irritation and resentment. His dream was that he might get the jump on the Nesbitts — in some subtle, fascinating, and morally plausible way soar above them. That was the desperate hope behind his cool and stiff expression when the door opened.


  Willard, seeing that Clarence was wearing his black loafers with the tassels on them, smiled and bowed. An amused and condescending look came involuntarily over his face — just the look that Clarence detested, and called “the hard-hearted Nesbitt smile.”


  When Dodo joined them, Willard said, “I don’t know whether Henrietta told you that her cousin Dodo Babcock was dining with us tonight. And here she is.”


  “How do you do?” Dodo said, calmly inspecting Clarence. “I came by taxi for fear of being late. I hope I’m not.”


  “You’re in perfect time,” Willard said. Dodo was impressive in a dress of purple silk and a little cape of black broadtail. She did not look smart — the cape was worn in spots and the dress was not new — but she did have, resting upon the solid foundation of her privileged childhood, an awesome tranquillity, a quaintly pure and steadfast self-confidence. Her gaze was fresh, open-eyed, and self-esteeming, in the manner of a family portrait.


  Clarence felt tricked and uncertain when he recognized the clear tremble of interest that flowed through him as he was presented to Dodo. He had not expected a relative of Henrietta’s, an unmarried lady, clearly near his own age of thirty-eight. His mind, always painfully alerted by piercing longings, and his flirtatious heart leaped up to greet the complications and possibilities of the situation. He smiled, carefully measuring his gallantry.


  “Dodo, darling, how are you!” Henrietta said gaily, coming out of her bedroom in a hurry as her guests entered, acting as if she had not expected them so soon. Henrietta hated to give the impression of being ready and waiting for anyone, and this led her to assume a flustered and brightly rushed air when guests arrived, even though she was, behind the busyness, prompt, efficient, and quite prepared to receive them. “You two have been introduced, I gather,” she added, smiling brilliantly at Clarence and giving him her hand.


  “You’re looking awfully well,” Clarence said, deciding to pay Henrietta, rather than Dodo, his first quietly uttered compliment.


  “I wish I could believe you,” Henrietta replied, smiling mischievously at Clarence’s way of feeling out a situation, as if he were a diplomat among an inscrutable, tricky people.


  Clarence Anderson was not a lighthearted man, and when he took a notion to denounce someone, his nature forced him to assume a moralistic tone. This tone was quite in contrast to the way of the Nesbitts, who went in, simply and indefatigably, for the kind of impudence and gossip they judged to be amusing. Clarence never mentioned the defect of an acquaintance without clearly showing the poor, faulty person’s character to be morally inferior to his own. When he used the word “dull,” he did not mean to lament a lack of sprightliness so much as to expose a sluggish, self-loving soul, remarkably different from his own vigorous, light openness of feeling. With his impatient, moralizing bent, Clarence was a powerful enemy. Clarence’s enmity was, like the Nesbitts’ insults, purely verbal. He did not wish to effect a deterioration in his antagonist’s circumstances so much as to cause everyone to think of his victim precisely as he did. If he thought someone charmingly foolish or harmlessly inane, he was not satisfied until the whole world acknowledged this foolishness or inanity. It was an agony to him that there might exist an intelligent person who knew his circle of friends and yet saw the various members of it in a light opposed to his own. To insist on his own view was, to his mind, “telling the truth.” Stubbornly he repudiated the tolerant, careless opinion, and with a great show of idealism and objectivity he corrected it. This readiness to speak out led Clarence to imagine that others spoke out also, and when he was praised, as he often was by timid, well-mannered people, he took the praise as genuine and unmixed, and found much pleasure in it.


  “I’ll go first. I’d love a martini, pet,” Henrietta said, leading the way into the living room. She sat down, crossing her long, handsome legs, of which she was very vain. She wore high heels, which would have been painful if her delight in the way they showed her legs to advantage had not mysteriously made her nearly unconscious of any such pain. For the rest, she was passable in appearance — round nose, brown face, good teeth, and graying brown hair, difficult to manage.


  “I’m very fond of gin myself,” Dodo said thoughtfully. “I suppose one shouldn’t say a thing like that, but I do think a gin drink is awfully good before dinner. God himself wouldn’t drink it afterward.”


  “And what about you, Anderson?” Willard said abruptly. “You aren’t to feel committed by the ready martini pitcher.”


  “I don’t feel committed, but I’ll take one nevertheless. It would be a great deprivation to have to forgo what I really prefer.”


  Clarence was as clerical-suited as Nesbitt was brown-tweeded. This evening, Willard was dressed with even more than his usual sportiness: he was wearing an old jacket with suede patches on the elbows. Clarence immediately analyzed the patched jacket as a form of condescension toward himself. He marked it down against Willard as inverted snobbery. Clarence had, by his quickness to spot pretension, succeeded in turning quite a few people against the Nesbitts. He had made Willard’s intellectual arrogance appear flimsy and ersatz. “What, in the long run, has Nesbitt written?” often passed Clarence’s lips. As for Henrietta’s connection with the Babcock family, Clarence sometimes made its very existence seem open to question, or, if admitted, a peculiar and interesting handicap, a disqualifying affliction.


  When Willard saw Clarence’s red bow tie and inky sack suit, he felt a gush of irritation, even though he knew that this was the way Clarence would and did dress, with a reasonable sort of up-to-dateness and appropriateness, as economically and neatly achieved as a little suburban house, with its breezeway, utility room, and dining area. Nesbitt wanted Clarence, as he said, to be, like Thorstein Veblen, a radical from the Western plains, and Clarence, in turn, thought Nesbitt should go around with a sign on his back that read, “Born in Akron, Ohio, of simple, decent stock. Undergraduate at Wayne, connection with Harvard on graduate level only, wife from minor branch of well-known Chicago family — the poor side.”


  Clarence smiled quietly at Dodo Babcock, and she returned his smile with equal quiet and composure. Dodo tended toward redness, even down to the girlish flush of her cheeks. Her hair was touched with auburn lights, her eyebrows were a scanty reddish brown, and her hands, pink as a shell, lay beautifully and languidly in her purple silk lap. In her face, there was the mark of a charming immaturity, of expectation still to be fulfilled, and a suggestion of hurt feelings — proud, disdainful chagrin, such as one finds in those for whom history is fully dramatized in the story of their own fate. A reactionary, of course, Clarence thought, but amiably, forgivingly.


  “Well,” Willard said, with a short laugh, waiting for the conversation to begin.


  After a pause, Clarence said, “Did you know that idiot G. B. Cooper was being sent to Baghdad by the Ford Foundation? I have no doubt scholars, even bone-lazy ones like Cooper, can benefit from the advantages of foreign travel, but — ”


  “Baghdad. That’s pretty foreign indeed,” Dodo said vaguely.


  “Exactly,” Clarence said. “There is something exorbitant — monstrous — about these foundation affairs. They go beyond what anyone would expect. In the long run, I am most bothered by the details — the luxurious, preposterous details. Wife and children and Chevrolet all sent, free of charge, to Baghdad!”


  “G.B. Cooper? I can’t quite place him,” Willard said.


  “He’s the most slavish follower of T. S. Eliot in America — perhaps in the world, for all I know. The whole — the whole, mind you — of his professional attitude comes out of ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent.’ I doubt he has read a critical work before or since.”


  “That doesn’t seem quite enough baggage, somehow,” Henrietta suggested.


  “Wife, children, and car sent to Baghdad,” Clarence repeated. “It’s an unnerving thought. For quantity, lavishness, excess, trust our dear, huge America!”


  “I bet they wish they had some quantity in Baghdad,” Dodo said, nodding coquettishly.


  Everyone smiled. “Have you ever applied for Baghdad yourself, Clarence?” Henrietta asked.


  “God, no!” Clarence replied with heat.


  “Or some more plausible place?” Willard added.


  “To be perfectly frank,” Clarence said, delighted to be able to state his position, “I have not applied for Baghdad, or Istanbul, or even London, the love of my life. I can’t feel deeply needed in the Near East. I am astonished at those who can, and full of admiration for them. Trucking over the world with only my treasured Victorian prose to offer the fellahin — Cardinal Newman and Ruskin in the Garden of Allah? One must keep some sense of what is fitting. As for London, I am too full of gratitude and private feelings of reverence to want to go dashing over there, my pockets full of money, to tell them what they already know, or to do work they’ve already done.”


  “That’s excessive. Your conscientiousness is out of control,” Henrietta said, with a clear trace of ill-humor.


  One of Clarence’s “positions” was a refusal to apply for grants, fellowships, easy posts. Whether this attitude came from a fear of failure, even Willard, an inveterate and successful getter of grants, project funds, and endowments, was uncertain. Clarence had a way of suggesting that since he could never be entirely sure his researches would be of clear value to the world, it would be personally fraudulent for him to accept — indeed, to seek — generous sums. He preferred to let his lonely little bark move under its own sail.


  Clarence continued, “When I was at Oxford in ’54, there was quite a bit of fun poked at American scholars and their foreign studies and lectures and cushy positions. It is easy enough to dismiss that as envy, but I think it is more serious — or less serious. I mean I truly believe one can maintain that all manner of stupid, incompetent, repetitious work is being done by our American scholars, and at an expense that staggers the imagination!”


  Willard poured a second martini for everyone. Then he settled back in his chair and, smiling maliciously at Clarence’s flushed, eager face, said, “What you people never seem to realize is that these foundations literally — literally, mind you — have more money than they can spend. To look upon the few thousand one may get for teaching as something that must in the purest, most competitive sense be earned is sheer conceit!” With a modest, self-deprecating laugh, he added, “This thing is bigger than any of us. Of course, you aren’t married, Anderson, and so perhaps you are allowed more perfection and chastity than the rest of us. Without undeserved honors and unearned foundation funds, how on earth could I keep my son Clark at Groton, where he is dreadfully and expensively out of place?”


  Clarence knew well that Willard Nesbitt did not think of himself as the recipient of undeserved honors and unearned funds. It was enraging that by this insincere show of cynicism Nesbitt could make him seem to be guilty of false piety and pretentious scrupulosity.


  “Groton?” Dodo said vaguely. “I wonder if Clark sees anything of Babcock Van der Veen, who is also there. You remember — he’s old Cousin Jimmy’s nephew.”


  “That I couldn’t possibly say, dear,” Henrietta answered. “Boys of Clark’s age are very odd. They seem to fear nothing so much as their blood relations.” Henrietta’s smile for Dodo was just a little too brilliant, too sweet. All of Henrietta’s pride and her habit of condescension came together in the smile. Her arrogance was of the enduring, comfortable kind, and came from her sheer and bold delight in being who she was. She felt she and Dodo had something no deprivation or failure could erase; beyond that, everything was trimming, superstructure. It was a pleasure to feel herself clever, to be married to a well-known man, but these were truly to be described as pleasure, not as the very foundation of her personal well-being or her belief in herself. Henrietta’s tendency to patronize was just as real and unmanageable as her family pride. She was tolerant of Dodo as a fellow-Babcock but also superior to her cousin’s helpless pale eyes, her innocence of intellect, her bald and uncomplicated assumptions. She felt that Dodo’s imagination declined to supply the facts relating to her true situation.


  Turning suddenly to Clarence, Dodo asked, in her thrilling and beautiful voice, “Did you admire Adlai Stevenson terribly?”


  Clarence blushed. He longed to resent Dodo as a foolish woman, but when his intense powers of observation revealed to him the ambivalence of the Nesbitts’ presentation of their cousin, the way they at once displayed and gently mocked her, he felt hopelessly drawn to her — allied even to her complacency and childishness.


  “Yes, yes, I must say I did — quite a lot. He seemed to me a remarkable man,” Clarence answered. “And I am not ashamed to admit that I cherished his literacy. It is a mistaken notion that one can think without words.” He did not smile, he did not adopt his moralizing, rebuking tone. He treated, or pretended to treat, Dodo’s question with deep and puzzling seriousness. Also, he was curious to know how this creature might express herself on the subject of politics and whether she might not discomfit her hosts. Clarence secretly suspected Willard and Henrietta of political dishonesty. He believed they were more conservative than they appeared, more willing to compromise with the status quo than they admitted.


  “I dislike Adlai Stevenson terribly,” Dodo offered. Willard laughed indulgently, but she appeared unaware of the meaning of this laugh, which was designed to stop the free expression of her political notions. “I know quite a few people who know him personally. The idea seems to be that he is very superficial.”


  “Are you a great partisan of Eisenhower, then?” Clarence said, bending politely toward Dodo and waiting gallantly for her reply.


  “I am indeed. I love him. Terribly,” Dodo said, with her great, pale-eyed earnestness.


  Henrietta coughed. “A perfectly atrocious dinner is awaiting us,” she said. “I have my part-time maid here this evening. She was a short-order cook — for the White Tavern or some such place.”


  At that moment, a moon-faced colored woman appeared and said, “O.K.”


  They went into the dining room and settled themselves under the Sully portrait of Aunt Mag Pierce and the disk of hammered copper. Willard had trouble with the wine bottle, but when the cork was at last extracted, he said, “The wine is not superb, that I grant you. But it is just good enough to resent being on the same program with the overdone lamb that is as sure to follow as the night the day.”


  “Do you remember Hélène, Mummy’s wonderful Swiss cook?” Dodo said wistfully. She was incorrigibly reminiscent. The disposition came upon her with the regularity of a stutter.


  “I do remember her, dear, and a painful memory it is, at the moment,” Henrietta replied.


  During the meal, Clarence observed Dodo — trained the heavy ammunition of his mind upon her, as if he were a general besieging an undefended shepherdess on her lonely hill. At the same time, he was careful to conceal the wild unruliness of his natural curiosity. Dodo was, he saw, of a savage invincibility and bitter composure. She lived, waiting patiently and proudly, like an old deposed tribal chieftain indolently dreaming of a hopeless return to power and dignity. “I passed our old house recently,” she said, accepting a second potato. “Can you imagine, the old red draperies — the velvet ones with gold braid — are still hanging, even after all these years! It’s an awful thought — insulting, somehow. I felt, looking at those dingy curtains behind the smeared windows, as if some part of my past were still in the house, rotting away. It’s a rooming house, or so I gather from the looks of the place. Milk cartons on every window ledge, miserable faces peering out of the windows, dirty, torn shades in the room that used to be mine. Do you remember the dressing table with the pink brocade skirt I was so fond of, Hennie?” Dodo coughed, reproaching fate and adversity. Henrietta gave a melancholy sigh in honor of the old, decaying red-brick mansion and the memory of gold service plates, four butlers, and the little Babcocks, pale and fair and spoiled.


  “Let it all go! I couldn’t care less!” Dodo suddenly exclaimed. “I miss having someone to wash out my underwear more than I miss our marble entrance hall. Money, not beauty, is what I mourn.” To her, it was more tedious to have to wash a coffee cup than to be forced to wear a tattered dinner dress. In these preferences Dodo showed a clear and terrifying grasp of reality. She understood that the dirty coffee cup represented an effort. A frayed dress was simply itself. It did not ask anything of her except the nerve to wear it, and that nerve Dodo had in abundance.


  Clarence did not speak during this nostalgic moment. His silences were ordinarily well considered; there was a lurking, impressive withholding of approval in them. He knew when to let other people worry for fear they might be making fools of themselves; with a deep and greedy sense of drama he could sit nodding attentively and send a chill of apprehension through the speaker. In this case, though, his silence was not malicious, for, in truth, Clarence found Dodo endlessly engaging. His sensibility, his scholarly discipline, his obstinacy — it was almost a form of genius the way he could bring all these to bear upon the thin, reddish woman sitting across from him. He felt, somehow, a vague but genuine sympathy with this frayed and yet luxurious person. Already he was busily informing his conscience that Dodo had an honesty, a candor, and a rigid simplicity of emotion that he found more elegant and admirable than Henrietta’s cleverness. Dodo was certainly not smart, and she was not kind. She was profoundly incapable of that greatness of sacrifice or purity of feeling at whose throne Clarence worshipped and in whose name he criticized and sighed over most of his acquaintances. But Clarence decided to find Dodo majestically produced, gloriously out of date, even historically significant. No, not that, not significant, he amended his thoughts, but socially expressive in a small and interesting way. She was ridiculous, like many a genuine article; she was a Chicago Babcock, helpless, proud, paralyzed by her self-esteem and bemused by the decline of her fortunes. Her clear eyes and pink skin reminded him of portraits of German princesses. Her long, pale fingernails were adorned with coral polish; on one haughty finger there was a splendid emerald ring, telling of days past and lost treasure hoards. There was a runner in her stocking, an affecting thinness to her ankles, a whiff of sachet clinging to the dress of purple silk.


  Clarence was, he liked to say, “some kind of a Socialist.” Still, he did not approve of what he called “Socialist provincialism”; he freely admitted the possibility of charm, the capacity for suffering, in all classes. Thus, it was almost to his credit, he believed, to take a tolerant, worldly view of Dodo.


  As a young girl, Dodo had spent several years in Italy, living in an expensive pensione in Florence. She never managed to meet the eligible Englishman who should have entered her life, conquering her with his vanity and his pedigree. She did not even manage to return to America with an attractive, penniless Italian of noble birth. It was not that she sought and did not find. She did not seek and was not found. Dodo had studied singing, but her interest in singing had gradually declined, leaving as a mark of its previous existence only a quantity of vehement opinion. As her passion for the art and the hopes of her youth diminished, they had been replaced by dissatisfaction with other voices and with modern music. Now, at dinner at the Nesbitts’, she found her days as a voice student another topic for reminiscence. “I was a mezzo,” she explained, giving to the middle register in which nature had placed her voice a romantic, elusive significance. Then, with the authority of a retired diva, she turned and said to Clarence with dazzling irrelevance, “The Rake’s Program, or whatever that phony concoction was called — I couldn’t, and never shall, find the courage to hear it through. Nowadays you can put anything over by a little publicity in the right places. The Russians, in my opinion, have no feeling for the voice. They understand only the violin.”


  Clarence listened, and allowed an expression of gentle amusement to pass over his features. He thought there was considerable beauty in the clarity of Dodo’s chagrined countenance.


  “Dodo, dear,” Willard said as they left the table, “your intransigence in this other-directed world we live in is a delightful curiosity.”


  “I can’t imagine what you mean,” Dodo said, smiling girlishly. “I simply state my opinion. Nothing very original about that.”


  Willard Nesbitt did not like to offer his guests alcohol after dinner, and so at his parties there was always this period of pause and hesitation, and even a bit of discomfort, because his guests were likely to wonder suddenly if Nesbitt did not regret the whole affair. And he did, indeed, often give the clearest indication that he wished the evening were over. By not drinking after dinner, Willard managed to avoid dull, headachy mornings and lazy, worthless days. His ambitions were limitless; there was not enough time for all he wanted to do. His abrupt seizures of boredom and restlessness were symptoms of his ambition and of his sense that time was running out and fame fickle and hard to command. He enjoyed social life, and yet he felt himself best suited to the formal occasion, to the meetings and councils of public life, to an existence of decisions, addresses, cameras, and microphones. He had had all too much of the unbuttoned, cozy, secure little world of the university.


  Nesbitt’s restlessness, as the evening went on, offended Clarence, who took it for what it was, since he understood his colleague very well, and yet felt an exception should be made in his own case. His sense of personal affront was quickly translated into a generalization: Nesbitt’s longing for the world stage was an example of the increasing commercialization and superficiality of academic life.


  Clarence, a bachelor and only thirty-eight, was nevertheless a lover of things as they once were. Everything seemed to him to have been subtly degraded, from the quality of bread to the high-school curriculum. Violent feelings of disappointment, exhausting worries about the future of culture, had a fierce dominion over Clarence’s existence. He was so fully and abjectly under the tyranny of these feelings that the feelings themselves were in his own mind mistaken for “work.” When he was angry with a colleague, defeated in a committee meeting, dismayed by the poor preparation of the students, these experiences seemed to him to be his job. They were much too devastating and severe for him to take lightly. In judging his extremity of emotion, he found it simply an example of his greater diligence and dedication, his superiority to the mechanics being turned out by the graduate schools. Clarence cared, he suffered, he worried. Nesbitt’s undersecretary of state airs and his desire to be an important figure in the intellectual world seemed to his critic, Clarence, to be a slighting of the great career of education.


  Across the room, cool and smiling, sat Dodo Babcock. That schizophrenic, dangerous serenity, Clarence thought. Childishness, indifference, greed, and empty vanity; Clarence counted them off on his fingers — the faults of upper-class women. Yet out of nowhere came the answer that he had the opposite qualities in superabundance. He was careful, liberal, idealistic, and so the arrogant, self-loving, little-girl character of Dodo appealed to him. He tilted his head so that he might overhear what she was saying to Henrietta without interrupting his own conversation with a drowsy-looking Willard.


  “This heavy reliance on Freud may prove embarrassing a few decades from now — even one decade from now,” Clarence was saying. “I don’t think people quite realize the extent of this influence. It is like a gas that has mixed into the natural atmosphere. Of course, a great mind and great work would make incalculable differences in special fields — in this case, in psychology and character analysis. But history, sociology, religion, architecture! I am reminded of the seriousness with which the Victorians took phrenology.”


  “You can’t honestly mean to imply the two things are comparable in any sense,” Willard said, languidly taking a cigarette from a Chinese box on the table.


  “No, I certainly do not. I think Freud is immense, don’t mistake me. But still, some of the details, some of the literalness, the use to which he has been put, disturbs me. Even the greatest intellectual events are often distorted by overearnest followers. There are fashions, exaggerations, mistakes here, as elsewhere. We don’t know exactly what will remain, after all, of Freudianism — what its real contribution will turn out to be.”


  “Naturally, naturally,” Willard said, without enthusiasm.


  Clarence heard Henrietta say to Dodo, “Your parents were truly glamorous, and I am not one to use that word lightly.”


  “Daddy was the most wonderful person I have ever known,” Dodo said. “He was strong, clever, good-natured. He knew how to have a good time, how to be gay, how to give people pleasure.” It seemed to Clarence that Dodo blushed when she saw him looking at her.


  “Who are you?” Dodo suddenly said to him. “Are you terribly brilliant, and all that?”


  “Yes, I must confess I am,” Clarence replied, with an elaborate flourish of self-mockery. “I am very frightening with my great brilliance.”


  Dodo did not laugh. She was as free of irony as a doll. A mind like that, Clarence thought giddily, lives by sheer superstition. Dodo’s eyes remained upon him. She was archaic, quaint, and yet not really eccentric. Clarence decided it would be agreeable if she turned out to love Jane Austen, or even Trollope. But his sanity soon returned and he sullenly reminded himself that privileged persons no longer had hobbies like Jane Austen. Daddy Babcock would never have spent an evening — or an hour — with Roman history. The Babcocks’ culture, such as it was, was thin and vulgar, and prodigiously indolent. Clarence’s irritation mounted, but it did not center on Dodo so much as on her group — or what was once her group. Dodo’s haughty, grim helplessness saved her. The old purple dress and the runner in her stocking somehow brought her back to the possible. At least she was a failure! And at the same time a challenge, subtly touching the vein of competition that throbbed in Clarence’s soul. The smile Dodo gave him was sweet, hesitant, wondering. He observed that he and she were not at ease with each other, and this signified to him the possibility of sexual drama — the painful and promising period of courtship and discovery. Clarence felt bold. He said, in a harsh, uncaring voice, “Do you like chamber music, Miss Babcock?”


  “I adore it,” Dodo said, clasping her hands and looking at Willard and Henrietta as if she had scored a triumph and meant to be congratulated. They gave no sign of encouragement, but Dodo let the disappointment pass. She did not know that though she had been asked with Clarence for the evening, she was not particularly asked to admire him.


  “Would you like to go with me to hear three fine instrumentalists perform some trios next week?” said Clarence. “The ‘Archduke,’ for one, and some Mozart, I think. The full program escapes me.”


  “I’d adore it,” Dodo said.


  “Good!” Clarence said.


  Henrietta looked at him with a twisted grin. Willard coughed. Clarence now felt he could leave the Nesbitts to their postmortem conversation. He could leave dramatically, on his own terms, giving as fit payment for the evening’s invitation the little bit of confusion, wonder, and mystery that his determination to continue the friendship with Dodo meant for the Nesbitts. Looking at his watch, he exclaimed gaily that it was a quarter to eleven. With great gentleness and delicacy, he offered Dodo a taxi ride, which she accepted. The Nesbitts were quiet.


  At the door, Clarence took his time. He paused reflectively, to round out his conversation with Willard. “There is certainly a question of just how much encouragement we want to give the new era in education, which I have called the Divinity School Era,” he said slowly. “I, for one, am not absolutely certain that it is an advance on the Teachers College Age.”


  “Perhaps not,” Willard said limply. “The only thing that can be said for it is that a lot of persons will be forced to take New Testament Greek.”


  “Some comfort but not enough,” Clarence said, giving his arm to Dodo and disappearing down the stairs.


  Alone, the Nesbitts were crestfallen. “That was sort of boring,” Henrietta said. She poured herself a brandy and shrugged when Willard refused one.


  “Clarence is terribly irritating,” Willard said savagely. “Somehow, I keep forgetting just how provoking his personality can be. He’s too cold and at the same time too intense — a tiresome, disturbing combination. I don’t know why I ever had the dull idea of having him here. We didn’t even owe him! Of course, no one owes him, because he never invites anyone.”


  “What did you think of Dodo?” Henrietta said, dreamily sipping her brandy. “She seemed delighted with Clarence — at least delighted for her. She’s not very demonstrative, but the poor girl is susceptible. Quite, I can tell you.”


  “I thought Dodo was the same,” Willard said crossly. “But I must say that if she is attracted to Clarence, then she has deteriorated since the last time I saw her. She used to have more sense. It would be absolutely unbearable if that ass Anderson started to escort Dodo about. I thought it was very speedy of him to make the engagement for that damned concert right here, the first meeting.”


  “I don’t know that I agree,” Henrietta said, her eyes glinting mischievously. The brandy was having its effect. “Dodo is lonely. She must be. And Clarence is plausible to a degree that is positively frightening.”


  “He’d only be using that foolish Dodo to vex us. I know him! I don’t relish the idea of Clarence as a part of the family, let me tell you — not even as a part by nothing more than friendship with Dodo. Not even that! The whole thing is exasperating!”


  “Just exactly why, pet?” Henrietta insisted, with a bit of hoarseness, giving her husband that look of bone-and-blood superiority he had learned to dread. “Dodo is not likely to marry anyone — at least so far as I can predict. You can never tell about what are called the middle years, though. Of course, she turned down a number of quite soundly eligible persons in her very young days. And don’t you forget it!”


  “Why should I forget it?”


  “Well, I mean her situation, her single blessedness, is due to a certain overreaching of ambition and expectation at an earlier date. It is not that she was unmarriageable, by any means. You never know what odd person — what shy girl — will turn out to be difficult to please in the most outrageous and inexplicable way. Her sister Jeannine, a great beauty and wildly popular, was not like that at all. She married at twenty-one, and while Emory is perfectly sweet, he’s nothing to write home about so far as money, birth, personal charm, or even achievement is concerned!”


  “Poor Emory!” Willard said. He was extremely annoyed with Henrietta. If anything, she disliked Clarence more than he did!


  “I’d loathe having Clarence Anderson seeing a lot of Dodo. Simply loathe it,” Henrietta continued, gathering steam. “He is not a bijou. Not for my money.”


  “Maybe that is exactly what he is, at least to some people. Ugh!” Willard said.


  “But, loathe it as I would,” Henrietta went on briskly, “I think, from their point of view, they might have a pleasant time together occasionally. Concerts, little dinners, a play. Not too frequently, just once in a while.”


  “You’ve got it all worked out. Anyone would think you were directing them in a movie.”


  Henrietta was hardly listening. “I always think of poor Dodo in the theatrical way I last saw her on her own ground, in that dreary, soiled little flat of hers. It’s a frightful place, and somehow made all the worse because of bits of heavenly things here and there, all chipped and dusty and battered. The final tableau was wonderful: there was Dodo in an ancient wrapper eating a sandwich of canned meat, sitting under the portrait of Grandfather Perry Babcock, who made three million out West before he was twenty-five — all those years ago.”


  “Clarence will adore that note, I assure you. Nothing will escape him, and his additions to the scene will be epical. If he chooses to do so, he can manage to turn Dodo’s poverty into a great spiritual principle. A sort of Christian Socialist impulse will be found to lie behind the waste and poor management.”


  “Darling,” Henrietta interrupted, “there’s one thing I believe should be cleared up. By your standards and Clarence’s, Dodo isn’t poor! She has, unearned, at least three or four thousand dollars a year. Unearned and for life, bar the revolution. That isn’t poor, really. It’s just poor to Dodo.”


  “Yes, I suppose she has something,” Willard conceded irritably. “But, with her, what is unearned is all there is. She couldn’t earn her carfare. That three or four thousand is all she’ll ever have. With taxes, and so on, I can imagine Dodo feels pretty strapped and worries quite a bit about the future.”


  “How do you know that’s all she’ll ever have? You have much less imagination than our dear Clarence.”


  “How do you know Clarence has imagination about what Dodo will have — or has, for that matter?”


  Henrietta lit a cigarette and resumed with a knowledgeable air, “At least, Clarence wouldn’t be so positive about a thing like that. He wouldn’t consider Dodo or her prospects mummified. Don’t forget, Mr. Professor, rich people, well-connected people, are always inheriting a little bit here and there. Sometimes more than a little bit will come from an utterly unexpected source — and a greater delight human society cannot offer. Yet sometimes from an expected source nothing comes, or much less than might have. That scars your very soul, believe me....But don’t count out any Babcock while a single branch of the family is as filthy rich as Uncle Wink!”


  Henrietta was soaring into her most lofty sphere. “In the thirties, when all the so-called clever people were making so much fun of Ford and Rockefeller and Uncle Wink, I felt, without daring to utter it, that times would change, the swing would come. Right now, I don’t know a single damned sociologist who wouldn’t be beside himself with joy at the thought of dining with Uncle Wink and Aunt Bea! And the conversation would be a lot more diverting than what one hears at the Faculty Club, I can assure you. I don’t deny that it would be different — lighter — but that light sort of thing can, in its own way, be original and interesting. And, above all, gay! God, the charm of a sense of gaiety!”


  These aggrieved moods appalled Willard. He felt defenseless, embarrassed, accused. Henrietta struck this note only when she had had too much to drink, and the mood and the language — even the feelings — vanished with the return to full sobriety. And yet how distressing the words were, how resentful, how disappointed and unpredictable! Just beneath the surface of Henrietta’s amiable, witty, and nervous temperament lay this sewer of narrowness and disillusion. Willard shrank from the moments when it was exposed to him. He hated himself for having clumsily allowed himself to be somehow paired with Clarence Anderson in Henrietta’s intoxicated dialogue. Her grudging, preaching, outlandish statements seemed to be meant for both men alike. It was a relief to know that in the morning she would mercilessly make fun of Clarence and praise her husband.


  Henrietta was reaching her big scene. She began, as usual, to repeat her refrain. “I find myself overcome with admiration for you academic people — ”


  “Really, dear?” Willard injected in a vanishing voice.


  “Yes, utter admiration. How you talk about things with such godlike assurance! How you give forth on matters you have never experienced! Ideas flow like wine — everything out of books and other people’s lectures, nothing from actual life! People write books on the psychology of the upper classes who have only read other books on the upper classes, or on the peasants — it’s all the same — or on Negroes, any subject you like. There is always someone with the courage to talk or write on any topic under the sun. The brave teacher is always to be found!” Her voice dropped. “And now I suppose our good friend Clarence will join you in the fascinating analysis of the great Middle Western fortunes — in the authoritative statement on the Chicago robber barons!”


  Willard shivered. He picked up his book, kissed Henrietta on the cheek, and retired to his bedroom. Thoughts and dreams of Clarence Anderson tormented his sleep.
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  The Purchase


  He’s taken to doing very dismal work,” Johnson Palmer was saying about a fellow-artist. “Something like the Graham Sutherland portrait of Churchill. All wrinkles and bulges — that kind of thing.”


  “So?” Thomas Frazier said, with a negligent, burly composure that neither assented nor disagreed. A profound and bullying impudence emanated from Frazier, like steam escaping from a hot valve. In his grunts, his refusal of the older man’s efforts to please, he was clearly making a comment upon the life and work of Johnson Palmer. Frazier, a young “action” painter, was shrugging off Palmer’s conservative, charming portraits of lonely-eyed girls, his nostalgic scenes of summer lawns where some bright, abandoned object always lay sadly in the background. Whatever the merit of the two men’s work, they faced each other in a condition of tribal hostility, like the appropriate antagonism of the Army and Navy teams on the football field.


  Palmer was ruddy, freckled, spare, courteous, and handsome, and Frazier was brown, heavy-framed, choleric, boastful, and handsome. They shared only a certain shrewdness — the cunning necessary for poor men pursuing independent careers as painters. Palmer’s confidence, over the years, had become as thin as his color. He was fifty, and Frazier was twenty-eight. The two painters were now meeting through the efforts of their friend Buck Sampson, a teacher at the University of Virginia. In blundering charity and innocence, Sampson had made one of those perilous suggestions that burn the very souls of sensitive egoists: he had suggested that Palmer purchase one of Frazier’s canvases. Sampson had brought forth his proposal as only incidentally a financial aid to the young man; dollars, he felt, were a sort of spiritual coin, a transcendent exchange, when, as in this case, they carried with them a sweet boost to a young, longing, hungry pride. Sampson had not realized the truth, which was that the older painter was a good deal more in need of boosting than the younger. Maturity, disappointment, decline of expectation had settled upon Palmer shyly, like those wrinkles caused by smiling, which are nevertheless still wrinkles. He could say he was more “known” than Frazier, but Frazier had all the fresh bark and bluster, the hopped-up conceit, the blowing bravado of a beginner who had attached himself to a new school.


  The meeting was taking place on one of those cool, soft days in late spring. At five o’clock in the afternoon, a thin gray light filtered through the windows of Palmer’s studio, high up in an old stone cathedral of a building on Park Avenue. The studio was one room of the Palmers’ six-room apartment — a place that, they always explained, “came under rent control.” How many jokes, apologies, and explanations this Park Avenue address had laid upon Johnson and Alice Palmer! It seemed to open them to the ridicule of other artists. The apartment had, a good many years ago, belonged to the sister of Alice’s first husband. The rent was sacrificial — “just barely possible” — and the Palmers felt uncomfortably, at times, their betrayal of the tradition of the dusty attic, the freezing atelier, the cheap loft. They laughed uneasily, but still they hung on, remembering that there were those in whose opinion Park Avenue was not a joke but an agreeable asset. When they added things up, they concluded that the scornful painters and the possibly impressed buyers were just about equal in number.


  In the apartment, the studio and the living room were side by side, both receiving the light of the street. With the connecting door opened, as it was today, conversation could be carried on from one room to the other. In the living room, Alice Palmer was saying, “I suppose your nice young husband is an abstract expressionist, or impressionist.” She gazed at Mimi, Frazier’s wife, with a mildly intimidating air.


  Mimi gnawed an already deeply bitten fingernail. “Yeah, sort of,” she said.


  “I have no doubt he’s wildly, fabulously talented,” Alice went on, giving Mimi a nimble, pretty smile. Alice leaned, as a tree may be said to lean in one direction or another, toward a bright, efficient defensiveness. She was alert to the possibility of attack and, at the same time, sure of her preparations to meet it. She was short, fair, and rather round-faced, and had a well-dieted figure, good taste in clothes, and a nature marked by a sufficiency as well distributed as the flesh on her body. The blood of hardworking tradesmen and clearheaded, provident women ran in her veins. There was still something of her original Oklahoma city in her accent, even though she had been in New York since her teens.


  In the studio, Palmer continued in the tone of pleasant solemnity he brought to matters of art. “Damn it,” he said, “I honestly wish I could get at this stuff you young men are turning out. I remember a conversation I had with Walt Kuhn before he died. We felt baffled, but willing to admit there might be something in it we couldn’t make out. I don’t mean to say this about your work, particularly.” He glanced uncertainly at the large canvas Frazier had brought, carrying it all the way up from Greenwich Village on the Fifth Avenue bus.


  Frazier shrugged his corduroy shoulders. “I’ll grant you one thing, old man,” he said. “We got our fakes in this style, the same as you fellows have in yours.”


  Palmer smiled, and decided upon an open, daring line. “This may sound idiotic, Frazier, but — uh — do you consider your own painting, uh, genuine? I mean, does it represent feeling, or simply a manner you happen to find interesting?”


  Frazier frowned. “You’re kidding! If a guy’s going in for faking, he ought to be able to think of something more profitable than this, for Christ’s sake!”


  “Speaking in general,” Palmer insisted, with a weary smile, “I believe people try to fake high art just as often as they fake for commercial reasons.” Like a peddler whose wares have been turned down all day, he waited, with a look of patient expectation, for contradiction. Palmer was not tired of life — no, he greeted each new day with a good deal of quiet anticipation. It was art he was tired of. He sighed.


  “Bravo, dearie!” Alice called to him from the living room.


  With this applause, Palmer felt obliged to conclude his reflections upon art — reflections he had voiced dozens of times over the years. Alice never yawned or in any way betrayed her previous knowledge of each syllable of these declarations. “Fame, greatness, fashion, up-to-dateness,” Palmer said, finishing off. “They are just as tempting as money. And the greatest of these is vanity. An infinite number of things can make an artist lose his sincerity.”


  “I hate sincerity,” Frazier said briskly.


  Frazier was not mean-spirited so much as serviceably coarse, like an old army blanket. He often said, “By God, if you don’t like yourself, in this painting racket, you better close up shop!” His bluster was usually taken in good spirit. People laughed. They recognized it for what it was. Frazier had a boyishly mystical belief that conceit was a necessary condition for artistic success. He was not bothered by “Cézanne’s doubt.” He loved frankness and progressive jazz, and was proud to admit that he wept when his painting “really came through.” He consumed several quarts of milk every day, ate a loaf of bread for lunch, horsed around his studio barefoot, and boasted about his plans.


  “Nice little cold-water flat you have here,” he said, after a pause. “Unparalleled view.”


  “The address is a little embarrassing for a starving painter — ”


  “But the joint is comfortable,” Frazier interrupted.


  Palmer stood up to him. “Alice was married before, you see. Her husband died young — one of those grim things — and she had some money from him. It wasn’t so much. We’ve been plenty broke in our time, believe me.”


  Frazier was looking idly about the studio, and now his glance rested upon one of Palmer’s portraits, a portrait of Buster Keaton. “That’s not bad at all,” Frazier said, showing his large, white, healthy teeth as he smiled briefly. “The old clowns are all the rage now, aren’t they?”


  “Who’s all the rage now?” Palmer asked hesitantly.


  “Buster Keaton. All those jokers who go to the Museum of Modern Art movies — in the afternoon, you know — love Keaton. I’m not complaining. I love the guy myself. I suppose you know all the old films? Dr. Caligari — the works?”


  “No,” Palmer lied. “Of course, I have gone once in a while to the movies at the museum, but I did this thing of Keaton from a childhood memory of him, my youthful admiration of his work.” Palmer disliked the way he said “youthful admiration of his work.” With a look of graceful irony, he added, “Or at least I thought that was the well from which I drew up the image.”


  “People seem to be always fishing in the same well without noticing each other,” Frazier said.


  Palmer laughed. In his own mind, he supplied the adjectives he supposed the Buster Keaton portrait brought to Frazier’s mind: fuzzy, sentimental, slick. Perhaps so, Palmer admitted — although there had been times in the past, and there would be times to come, when, gazing upon some work of his own imagination, he would say of it, “Warm, interesting, well painted, a true document.”


  “Hard as it is, things are easier than they were when I was your age,” Palmer said.


  “Depression and all that?” Frazier said tonelessly.


  “Yes, that and more.”


  “I suppose you really went in for rebellion in a big way.” Frazier had large, brown, unabashed eyes. He stood firmly on his two huge feet encased in shoes of rawhide calf. He was over six feet tall; his large hands and heavy wrists hung from the sleeves of his corduroy jacket. He lumbered about, bearlike and yet quick, full of energy. His soft, brown face had a look of melancholy, like the faces of Mediterranean men.


  “Every generation can look back and see that there was a typical history, and we, in some respects, experienced ours,” Palmer said. “The thing that may surprise you is that Alice was a thorough-going radical. Women are much more intense about these things than men — if they go in for them at all, I mean.”


  Frazier whistled, peering through the door at Alice’s trim little image — her pearl earrings, her black wool dress, her fair, round face, with its vigilant expression.


  “What I was saying, or going to say,” Palmer went on, in some haste, “was that I went from the public schools of Virginia to Yale on a national scholarship, and from there to Paris on nothing much but nerve and cognac.”


  “Good for you,” Frazier said. He dropped the contemplation of his host’s past and present as if they were ashes from a cigarette, and, going to the window, turned to look once more at his own painting. As he gazed on it, an expression of boyish tenderness and depth of feeling came over his heavy features. “I love Buck Sampson,” Frazier said. “Without him, I’d never have found myself as a painter. I was planning to go into the Foreign Service.”


  Alice called out, “It’s not too early for cocktails, is it? I hope these young geniuses will forgive us if we display a middle-aged eagerness to begin the evening’s drinking.”


  Loitering for a moment in the studio, Palmer acknowledged the true object of the meeting — the purchase of a picture — and tried courteously to withdraw. “I wish I could buy something from you,” he began, his smile pleading with the young man. “Of course, as an artist myself, I actually am the last man on earth to think of buying someone else’s work. I can’t possibly afford it. And you couldn’t possibly let the canvas go for the little I could manage to pay for it.”


  Frazier did not respond in a comradely fashion. He began to press the matter, frowning, and in the spirit more of a man defending an assault upon his rights than of one hoping for a gratuity. “How much are you offering?” he asked, fixing his large brown eyes on Palmer.


  Palmer hadn’t been “offering” anything. He had expected Frazier to move rapidly to another subject and, upon departing, to pick up his large canvas with a graceful and skillful gesture and take it off as if he had never brought it. It gave Palmer real distress to have to be rude about the painting — to seem to ignore the condition of a fellow-artist, to be cautious about money, and to pay no heed to his friend Buck Sampson. Still, he couldn’t take Alice’s money and buy this large, disorganized, floppy painting. They weren’t millionaires! They were, if anything, pretty strapped themselves at the moment. And if he made a sacrificial gesture, what would he achieve? Would he give hope and courage to a faltering soul? No — all Frazier wanted was the money; he was not in need of Palmer’s good opinion. It was absurd to think one could “encourage” a man of such majestic self-esteem.


  “I can’t make an offer,” Palmer said, on a note of quiet resignation. “In a sense, a painting is worth, in money, everything — the whole world — and it is worth nothing.”


  Frazier snapped back impatiently, “I’ll do you a favor and interrupt that lecture. It’s not fair to a man to let him go on like that!”


  Palmer nodded pleasantly. “I guess you’re right. What I meant was that I can’t buy anything. I doubt that I have more than, say, two hundred and fifty dollars in the bank.”


  Frazier pounced. “I was expecting five hundred. You might even say I’ve already spent your five hundred dollars. We got a little manic when Buck’s letter came, and, of course, it was a few days before we could get together with you. Between then and now, there has been a sort of easing of the purse strings. A general relaxation of prudence has taken place.” Frazier chuckled comfortably.


  Palmer did not know what to do except to summon a tolerant smile. “I’m ready for a martini,” he said. “How about you?”


  “Any old time,” Frazier said jauntily.


  They went into the living room, where their wives were waiting. It was a long room, with windows on Park Avenue and also on the side street. “I think continually of those who are truly rich,” Frazier said, bowing gaily to Mrs. Palmer. “Isn’t that a sort of 1930s quip?”


  “God, it is, rather!” Alice agreed, deciding upon good humor and urbanity as the way to handle this large, menacing young man and his pretty young wife, upon whom some of his air of accusation and indifference had worn off.


  The Palmers’ living room was grandly, starkly modern, the result of much careful consideration and a good deal of money. There was always something askew in the Palmers’ way of living; they were tormented by their own perfectionism — a condition difficult for them to satisfy, because they were not rich. Yet achieve perfection they did, at least in some ways, and with the achievement they felt obliged to make explanations and excuses, as if they would have preferred simplicity and disorder had not some impish force dragged them into elegance, into bourgeois correctness, into up-to-date chic. They had a Mercedes, which one would have thought they had been compelled to own for reasons of charity, because they said they had met their sweet little blue Mercedes under such curious and touching conditions of devaluation that she could not be denied. Sometimes the Palmers were mildly denounced by other artists as “middle-class,” but more often they were enjoyed for their love of pleasure and their sociability. Their explanations eased the poor and critical among their friends; their comfort reassured the conventional.


  Alice Palmer was prudent and watchful, yes, but she believed passionately in art — or, rather, in artists. Her first husband had been working on a novel at the time of his death. He had been writing his novel at night, with Alice’s intense approval and involvement, while working with great success during the day at the manufacture of plastics. When he died, Alice had taken her plastics money and had looked for a full-time artist. She had found Palmer. Not only was he an artist but he was handsome, charming, and gay, and she fell deeply in love. She would gladly have lived anywhere — in an old boathouse or a barn or an attic — but it was typical of the way things happened to the Palmers that her sister-in-law should have been moving out of her large and, everything considered, “reasonable” apartment on Park Avenue. The Palmers, hardly thinking, had moved in. It took an awful chunk out of their income, but then the war and rent control came, and there they were.


  Now that she was married to a living artist, Alice felt it a matter of principle to buy furniture, dishes — as much as possible, everything — from living designers. She had white walls, bits of modern Spanish rug, furniture by Knoll, draperies of heavy, creamy Belgian linen, pedestal tables by Saarinen. But in this carefully chosen setting Johnson Palmer’s paintings hung forlornly, wistfully shivering in the pure, cold light. His paintings derived from the more pleasing and popular examples of modern art. They showed their derivation in an agreeable manner, as if it were a coat of arms on a teapot. His coast of Brittany, his Chagall chicken (which he called Virginia Farm) were executed with commendable talent, but were swept over, as by a coating of lacquer, by a final diffidence.


  On a level with the Palmers’ apartment was the living room of an apartment on the side street. The lights there went on suddenly, revealing a plush setting of red velvet sofas, a wall covering of dull, golden-hued fabric, a handsome chest with brass knobs, and an American-primitive portrait of an old lady greatly resembling George Washington about the jaw. “I suppose your neighbors are families renowned for deeds and accumulations,” Frazier said in a mock-heroic tone, after swallowing his cocktail in two gulps.


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Alice said gaily, meeting the challenge. “That place belongs to a pansy from Akron, Ohio.”


  “Well, somebody’s got to uphold tradition and a sense of the past,” Frazier said.


  Mimi Frazier, sitting in a low chair of red wool, was wearing a full black skirt, a black Italian sweater, a copper necklace, copper loops through her pierced ears, and T-strap Capezios. Her hair was shaped in a wind-blown, tousled style, and through it ran bleached streaks. This tousled, indifferently executed artifice hugged a small head of perfect shape, which sat upon a long, young swan’s neck. Mimi chain-smoked, she bit her nails, the gap of an extracted molar appeared when she smiled, and yet she was from certain angles lovely to look at. Her thinness, the sharp, pure line of her chin, her careless glance, her restless, careless shrug — to these one turned back, impressed.


  “Are you really the great new younger generation?” Alice said to Frazier, with just a shade too much briskness.


  “Yes, I am the younger generation,” Frazier admitted, after a pause for reflection.


  “Well! It’s nice to know what you are — to have it decided,” Alice said.


  “No, I’m serious,” Frazier insisted.


  Mimi accepted a second martini from Palmer. Opposite her chair, one of Palmer’s canvases was hanging. The subject of the painting was a young girl, perhaps fourteen years old, with a long, melancholy, dreaming face, a thick body full of strength, and a brooding, puzzling mystery about her. “That’s sort of good,” Mimi said to Palmer. “It looks something like Balthus.”


  Palmer was hurt. He did not like to have his painting compared to that of another man, but more — or at least just as much — he was hurt that Mimi had not, if she chose to speak to him at all, wished to make him happy. Women liked Palmer. He was a little spoiled in that respect. It hurt him when a woman failed to make a special effort, to show some special need to please him. He was one of those attractive, talented men of rather sordid, depressing background who have risen above it as effortlessly as the proverbial flower growing in the dump heap. He had a good bit of talent for a number of things. One could easily imagine him as an actor, as a newspaperman; he might have been in law or medicine; and, of course, he had shown early in his youth a greater than usual gift for drawing.


  He had been born in Charlottesville, Virginia, of a feckless family noted for their good looks, their good marks in school, and their inclination — which seemed to come upon them as a part of the very life process — to do nothing with themselves, to collapse into smiling, good-looking indolence during high-school years. Palmer’s father — lean, ironical, handsome — had worked on the grounds at Monticello. As Johnson Palmer grew older, this became embarrassing to him. His shuffling, discontented father, by his presence at Monticello, seemed to enter history like the Prince of Wales’s barber. He was never the chief gardener; politics, the father would explain, with a shrug, his clear blue eyes twinkling.


  All this had been long ago. Johnson Palmer’s early life seemed to him truly another life, complete in itself, improbable, not a preparation for the life he later came to have. Sometimes his sister, Dottie, appeared in New York on behalf of the Charlottesville dress shop she worked for. She did not come often, for which Johnson was grateful. She had the Palmer family trait of somehow stopping before the top of the hill; she was therefore only brought along by the head buyer upon infrequent occasions. And there she would be, still pretty, in debt up to her neck, carrying snapshots of children of extreme good looks and striking shallowness of expression.


  Mimi seemed to sense that Palmer felt wounded by her remark. She chewed a nail and looked slowly, appraisingly at him, and then said, “I didn’t mean this painting wasn’t your own when I mentioned Balthus. You know what I mean. You know how you see something and think of something else — sort of association, and all that.”


  Palmer felt redeemed. He thought Mimi was charming. He knew exactly how she must live — litter and mess, cots with Mexican rugs for blankets. Yes, he thought, he knew it all — the only salad bowl, the wine bottles with branches of something stuck in them, the fruit crates for bookcases, the baby being washed in the dishpan and bedded down in the buggy and pushed to exhibitions. A wave of sympathy swept over him. “It isn’t an easy life being a painter,” he said.


  Mimi grunted. “Rembrandt loves it,” she said, nodding in the direction of her husband. “He turns ’em out like crazy.”


  “Never blot a line,” Frazier said fuzzily, having had several more martinis.


  Palmer kept his attention fixed upon Mimi. It still seemed to him surprising that this young couple — poor, bound to the city — should have given birth to offspring. In recent years, he and Alice no longer said they hadn’t wanted children. If the matter came up, they said they hadn’t had any children. They did not stress deprivation, nor did they clearly deny it. Certainly they had not wanted children; Alice had been thirty-five when they married, and Palmer thirty-four. She had her legacy from her dead husband; they were dedicated to art and fun, to their trips to Europe and their nice apartment.


  “You seem very young to be a mother,” Palmer said.


  Mimi lighted another cigarette. “Last summer, in East Hampton, at a kind of get-together on Sunday afternoon, there were eight painters and fourteen kids in our shack. A madhouse. Everybody’s got kids now.”


  “Ah, the 1950s!” Palmer exclaimed.


  “I don’t specially want any more,” Mimi said. “People say you shouldn’t raise an only child, but who the hell knows, really? Tommy has a sister, and he hates her and she hates him.”


  “She doesn’t hate me,” Frazier said. “She’s a phony I don’t particularly like, and she’s reacted to that by pretending not to like me.”


  “Pretending!” Alice said.


  “I’m just trying to be accurate,” Frazier insisted. He punched a sofa pillow and smiled at Alice. With the alcohol, a peacefulness had come over him. He sang a few bars to show Alice his style on the jazz trumpet, an instrument by means of which he had paid his college expenses. In a low voice, he reminisced about girls, his eyes wistful and wondering.


  “Do you paint also?” Palmer asked Mimi.


  “Well, I did, but I haven’t had time since the bimbo arrived,” she answered.


  “Were you a good painter?” Palmer asked.


  Mimi laughed. “Many people thought I was better than the great Frazier himself.” She looked at the clock on the mantel. “We gotta scoot. A cretin from one of the apartments below us is sitting with the baby.”


  “The baby, yes,” Alice said — friendly, and yet accepting their departure.


  At the door, Palmer, weakened by gin, Mimi, her child — by art and foolhardiness — said suddenly, “I’ll be in touch with you.”


  Frazier slapped him on the shoulder. “I wouldn’t want you and Mrs. Palmer to wake up broke, but if you really like the picture, I’m ready to sell it.”


  “Ready to sell it!” Mimi exclaimed. “Boy, I should think you were!”


  “Not so fast, babe,” Frazier said. “Seeing it here in the pure light of Park Avenue, I sort of hate to part with it.”


  “Plenty more where that came from,” Mimi said as they rang for the elevator.


  Palmer had not meant by his “I’ll be in touch with you” to bring up the distasteful subject of the purchase of the painting. The words had been, really, a tender, drunken goodbye to Mimi. That evening, he and Alice decided that they would not buy the picture under any circumstances. “I wish he hadn’t left that damned thing here. It’s blackmail,” Alice said. “I hate to have to telephone him and tell him to come after it, like a piece of forgotten luggage, but we’re not an endowment....”


  Frazier’s self-confidence had made Palmer thoughtful. Frazier had little work to his credit, and Palmer had a good deal. His pictures hung in a number of galleries and in the houses of a gratifying number of private collectors (a television announcer owned his Fire Island scene, a dress designer slept beneath the portrait of another moody young girl); he had been in the Whitney show; he had taught briefly at Iowa, and for one year at the Art Students League in New York; he had illustrated a book; he had been received into the Institute of Arts and Letters. He had a career. Alice could tell of his victories with such sureness that Palmer, listening, would be overcome with emotion, remembering all that lay behind him. But the sense of a real vocation, a genuine commitment, seemed every year to be growing weaker. His future was uncertain. Of course, there would be more paintings; a number of hours of work each year produced pictures — not many, perhaps, but some. Still, he acknowledged that he came more and more to find painting painful. How he hated those long afternoons in his studio! More and more, he fled them; he went for a walk, to the movies, to the galleries, to Brentano’s — anywhere.


  One brilliant, sunny afternoon, about a week after the Fraziers’ visit, Palmer left his studio early. New York was glorious; he could walk down the open avenues and see all the wonder and possibility of the city as if he had just come from Virginia. He was sometimes gnawed by doubts and regrets, but he was also supported by solid assets: by Alice, by his friends, his charm, his freedom, his delight in a thousand pleasures. Feeling a superb access of energy, he went on past the midtown area, which was his usual destination, and made his way down to the Village.


  The Fraziers had refused to leave his mind; they had stayed on, imposing themselves upon his consciousness and his conscience like the troubling memory of a drunken evening. He felt he had not managed to get into the proper relationship with this young couple, sent to him by his oldest and dearest friend; he had failed. Even though the idea of his buying the picture was absurd, he believed that he should have been able to make a gesture of friendship, of approval, of interest.


  Palmer was always attracted by the wives of his fellow-painters. Of this he was only partly conscious; when the attraction came upon him, he took a humorous attitude toward it, smiling tolerantly at his own habit. He would find such-and-such a wife interesting, another touching, another unusual in some fashion, another fantastic. This uncontrollable pull had led him into gallant behavior toward some very dull women. He did not lay siege to the wives, did not undertake seductions, or even make dates — at least, not often. Loyalty and good taste disciplined, in most cases, his ardent feelings about these particular women. In twenty years, he had had affairs with three painters’ wives, but he had been gallant and charming and attentive to three dozen. Sometimes Alice would say, “How could a brilliant artist like Alex marry such a homely little pill as Janet?” and Palmer, taken aback, would say, with great curiosity, “Did you find her homely? Odd, I hadn’t noticed that.” These wives had the imprimatur of a royal academy upon them; he accepted them as an old masterpiece is accepted by a tourist. And women liked Palmer very much — all kinds of women. They recognized his nearly infinite appreciation of them. He fell into situations with an almost innocent naturalness.


  The Fraziers lived on Hudson Street, where a dingy, unkempt, transient quality still clung to the neglected alleys. Elsewhere, opulent, long-lease new apartment houses, redone blocks, private brownstones with brightly painted doors were devouring the squalid, youthful Village of Palmer’s early days in New York. He had time to mourn this as he adjusted his tie, waited for the buzzer to release the lock on the street door of the Fraziers’ house, and climbed five flights of dusty steps that led up to dark halls where only a yellow low-watt bulb hung in a corner at each landing. Upstairs, in a loft, he found Mimi Frazier. As Palmer had deserted his easel to walk downtown, so Frazier had abandoned his own art to walk uptown.


  Mimi was wearing black slacks and one of Frazier’s shirts. “Oh — you, huh?” she exclaimed when she admitted Palmer.


  “I want to write Buck Sampson in a day or so, and I thought I’d look over Frazier’s work more thoroughly, so that I’d be able to tell him more,” Palmer said.


  Without another word, Mimi disappeared, and came back wearing a white sweater instead of the shirt. In her arms she carried a smudgy little boy, nearly a year old, who had, Palmer thought, the pure, aggressive stare of his father. Palmer winced before the glance of this chubby, muscular baby. “He wouldn’t like God Almighty at this moment,” Mimi explained. “It’s time for his nap.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” Palmer said.


  “You’re glad!” Mimi said, sighing. She disappeared without comment once more, leaving Palmer to think of her sandaled feet, her flat hips in the black pants, her pert nose. In the next room, her breezy voice commanded the baby, “Cut the comedy and get to sleep. Mummy is entertaining her boyfriend.” When she returned, she had smoothed her streaked hair and put the copper loops through her ears. “Kids are murder,” she said. “They don’t give you a minute, honestly.”


  Palmer received these announcements with a polite, remote smile. He had no wish to encourage conversation about the baby; the topic dismayed him.


  Mimi hesitated, chewed a fingernail, and coughed nervously, while Palmer stood awkwardly leaning on the mantel above a walled-up fireplace. “Want some Nescafé?” she asked.


  “Oh, not particularly,” Palmer answered. A wet diaper lay at his feet; an uncomfortable sensation of absurdity nagged at his heart. He would have liked a drink, even though he usually preferred not to drink in the early afternoon. The studio was alive with the clear, full light of the brilliant day. Dust was visible on the windowsill. The baby’s fingerprints were smeared on the windows, above a tray of dried-up plants set over pebbles but not recently watered. Yet there was nothing dispiriting about the apartment; it was, indeed, gay and lively. Frazier’s rawhide shoes stood in a corner, his corduroy coat hung over a chair. Palmer felt he had been indiscreet to make the call.


  “I’d love something,” Mimi said, smiling, “but I’m afraid I don’t know what I can offer if you don’t want coffee.” Then, mischievously, she added, with such relaxation that Palmer immediately felt that his scruples had been pointless, “You’re terribly handsome, you know, and I think I’ll just sit and look at you.”


  “God!” he said.


  “Oh, it’s just art-school talk,” Mimi said blandly. “You know, we’re just surgeons, really, when it comes to the human form. Isn’t that the pitch?” She laughed, and gave Palmer an appraising look that he could not interpret. Both she and her husband were opposed to “stuffiness,” even if they did not admire sincerity. Frazier would have fought a duel rather than put on a dinner jacket. In Mimi’s thin face Palmer now saw, for the first time, something tartish, anarchic, and careless. She was like an acrobat, in her tight black pants, with her flat stomach, her flat chest, and the thin, long, beautiful stalk of her neck. She was small, but she gave the impression of having strength and endurance — an impression backed up by her anarchic grin, her disregarding laugh.


  “Did you really come to see lover-man’s paintings?” she demanded suddenly.


  “Well — ”


  “You mean you came to see me?” Mimi said, shrugging.


  “No, I came to see the paintings. But I feel I can find the strength to forgo them and talk to you instead. I expected your husband to be slaving away at his easel.”


  “All you painters do is fool around, when any other man would be trying to make a buck or two,” she said. Nevertheless, she brought out three large canvases and propped them up on a side drawing table. A judicial expression came over her face, which then sank into a brooding look. The canvases were a trilogy, she said, without any particular emphasis. One was painted in the brown, orange, and yellow hues of autumn, and the second in blue, green, and a flowery mixture. The third was an icy winter scene, with lines like iron grillwork high up in the cold air. “I detect subject matter when these works are seen side by side,” Palmer said lightly.


  “Well, there you are, now,” Mimi said. “It gives Tommy a bang to have it both ways, so to speak....You put in the damned content everyone is always yapping about and then the squares don’t even see it.” Palmer did not know which offended his feelings more — the ugly “bang” or the demure “so to speak.”


  “They are quite impressive,” he said, finally.


  “I can’t see them any more,” Mimi said. “A lot of people think they’re just great.”


  The Fraziers’ apartment was as cluttered as the Palmers’ was bare. Here, on every surface and wall, objects stood and hung — African masks, straw baskets, old bottles, shells, clocks, a decoy duck, toy soldiers, piles of Art News, a turkey feather, a peacock’s tail. A Mexican rug was thrown over a worn hole in the sofa; a Victorian rosewood settee nearly blocked the doorway. Discomfort and coziness crowded together. “Easy maintenance, low down payment,” Mimi said when she saw Palmer’s eyes going about the studio. “Did you come to see the pictures or to see me?”


  “Young ladies are not supposed to ask such questions,” Palmer said, smiling, and added, “You leave me nothing but these worn, feeble retorts.”


  “I wouldn’t mind if you had come to see me, you know. Honestly I wouldn’t. I’d like the idea of an older admirer, not just the usual jerks.”


  “Older admirer. Ugh!” Palmer said.


  “Not real old, just older,” Mimi said. “I’m not dying to be chased by Albert Schweitzer, or someone like that.”


  Palmer winced. The baby cried out in the next room. “Sh-h-h! Maybe he’ll go back to sleep,” Mimi said.


  “And maybe he won’t,” Palmer said, once more looking over the canvases Mimi had set on the drawing table.


  “I’ll get him up and put him in the carriage, and the three of us could go out for a walk,” Mimi suggested.


  “Grotesque idea,” Palmer said, pretending great interest in the paintings before him.


  “How do you like ’em?”


  “Very interesting,” he answered dryly.


  The baby yelled insistently, and Palmer soon said goodbye. He went down the dusty stairs, and started to leave the neighborhood as fast as possible. Just a block or so from the door, fortune deserted him and he saw Frazier coming toward him. Frazier was wearing a leather jacket, his hair was uncombed, and there was an expression of concentrated self-pity on his face. When the two men met, it seemed to Palmer that Frazier’s booming, bullish happiness had given way to disillusion. He did not call out Palmer’s name, or in any way appear surprised to see him. Instead, he began a lament. “If I could only do people, portraits, heads, or scenes — the ocean, and all that bull! Anybody who can has his material cut out for him. You can just crawl out of bed and start at it. One more girl, one more clown, one more damned distant mountain, one more tenement scene! But when you’re handling ideas, like I am, the thing is tough!”


  Frazier’s heavy eyes besought Palmer, and then he shook his head mournfully. Palmer hoped that perhaps Frazier had confused him with some person of the neighborhood — that the memory of their meeting had been blurred by martinis and the passage of a week’s time. He did not reply to the analysis of Frazier’s difficulty, but sheepishly said a vague “So long.” He had taken a few steps when he heard Frazier whistle and call out. “Hey! You’re pretty cautious, aren’t you? Did you come all the way down here rather than mail the check?”


  “What check, for God’s sake?” Palmer asked.


  “I don’t exactly remember our agreement, but you’ve got a damned good painting up there. It’s important. You could probably sell it yourself, tomorrow, for more than you’re paying for it. I don’t have the time to go around taking care of the business side.”


  Palmer stared, and then, with a bleak sigh, said, “I’ve got to go. I’m late now.”


  Frazier shrugged.


  Back home, at five-thirty, Palmer found Alice wearing a new plum-colored dress. He kissed her cheek, which was soft from years of industrious creaming, and with gratitude met, as he did every afternoon, the sweet smell of her bath soap and cologne. Summoning his patience, he prepared to hear the tale of the purchase of the plum-colored dress, to feel the thrill of the moment when Alice, alert and excited as a stockbroker, had decided that to wait for a further reduction was financial folly. But she merely said, “Bendel’s. Tremendous reduction. Designer’s salon.”


  Slices of carrot and sprigs of cauliflower sat in a dish on the coffee table, next to the cocktail glasses. On the chair facing the ones she and Palmer habitually sat in Alice had put Frazier’s canvas.


  “I just got it out to remind me that we have to decide how to get it back to that egomaniac,” she said. “It frightens me, staying on and on here. They’ll sue us for a rental fee. Or make us feel we have to buy it. We aren’t going to let them take us in.”


  “Good,” Palmer said. He felt Alice battling beside him to resist the young Fraziers.


  “And the worst part is,” Alice went on, “he didn’t even pretend to be interested in your work.”


  Palmer picked up a magazine and turned the pages. One of the great pains of having a wife loyal to one’s work was that she nearly always showed belligerent chagrin when other people neglected it. “No, we can’t buy it, and don’t want to. No!” he agreed violently.


  That evening, he and Alice went to the movies, and walked home at midnight arm in arm.


  Two mornings later, Palmer received a note from Mimi in the mail. It was written on the back of a postcard view of Times Square at night. It said, “We didn’t show you the drawings and Buck Sampson particularly likes those. Just call or come down, if you want to see them.”


  Palmer didn’t telephone that morning — he had made up his mind not to telephone at all — but his resolution lasted only until one o’clock, and, with an uneasy feeling, and wondering what he would say if Frazier answered (or, indeed, what he would say to Mimi herself), he made the call.


  Mimi answered. “Cripes, he’s just gone to bed!” she said, by way of greeting.


  “Does Frazier sleep in the afternoon?” Palmer asked lightly.


  “Dope! I meant the baby,” she said.


  “Ah, the baby! Naturally you meant the baby.”


  There was a pause, and Mimi said, in her tart’s voice, impudently, “There aren’t any drawings. But I don’t suppose you really thought there were. Tommy’s essentially a painter, and his drawings are just sketches — very elementary.”


  Palmer was astonished. He had thought that there were drawings but that Mimi — knowing there was no special reason for him to look at them — had used them as an excuse to have a further meeting. Palmer was sorry there weren’t any drawings. He believed in having excuses for unnecessary meetings with young women. He said nothing, and for a moment Mimi herself seemed to retreat from the perilous path of utter candor she was adopting. Finally, she said, “Mother is here, you know.”


  “Right there, you mean?”


  “No, I mean in New York. My parents are divorced, and so she doesn’t live in Cleveland any longer. She’s got an apartment near Gramercy Park. She loves the baby, but Tommy hates to have her poking around. So I can leave Junior with her and take off more or less whenever I feel like it.”


  Palmer hesitated. “Would you like to meet for lunch tomorrow?”


  “Well,” Mimi said, sounding disappointed. “Yeah. Couldn’t we do something glamorous? My last date was at the Laundromat.”


  Palmer turned over in his mind a number of luncheon possibilities, but Mimi cut his contemplations short with “I’ve had enough scallopine to feed the whole of Sicily.”


  Palmer again hesitated, unable to call up in his mind the proper setting for Mimi. She said, “You’ve probably got a car, haven’t you?”


  “I do have a car. Would you like to drive up the Hudson tomorrow? Does that appeal to you at all?”


  “O.K.” Again Mimi sounded disappointed.


  The tiresome arrangements for getting the car down from the upper reaches of the garage where it was parked depressed Palmer. He ordered it ready, filled with gas, for ten the next morning. Taking the car out of the garage was extremely distasteful. This projected excursion, foolishly compromising, he knew to be a thorough disloyalty to Alice. Alice was jealous. She might be able to forgive a luncheon engagement but never the fact of Mimi in the front seat of their beautiful little blue Mercedes.


  At ten o’clock the next morning, Palmer picked Mimi up at the corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-ninth Street, and they drove off. The day was a failure. Palmer was occupied with remembrances of Alice’s jealousy, with his need to be back at home by four o’clock, with fears of traffic, engine trouble, accidents. His anxiety obscured the pure blue and white of superb skies. Absurdity exhausted him. Cocktails made him sleepy. Mimi talked about the first person she had been in love with — a boy named Bernie, who filled Palmer with gloom. Over brandy, she began to cry. Her tears were like the sniffles with a head cold; no mournful emotions brought them on. They were welcome tears to Palmer — a relief from her sharp, piercing comments, her impressive lawlessness and flamboyant indiscretion.


  Mimi’s tears, her interminable analysis of the dull Bernie, her restlessness gave Palmer, on the way home, the feeling that he was now involved in her life. It did not seem much to the point that he hadn’t enjoyed the day with her. No matter. It had been a day, and he bore with him now the burden of knowledge. He had learned some of the conditions of Mimi’s life; her nature, he saw, was not circumstantial but intrinsic. Her air of delinquency was inexplicable, but much more real to him than her true circumstances — boarding school, a year at Goucher, arguments with a kindly grandfather. Mimi was urban and astute; she turned her pretty neck with the sullen, automatic effort to please of a tired model in a dress manufacturer’s showroom. She had beautiful legs, and large hazel eyes edged with long brown lashes; her intelligence was quick and cynical; and her candor — her terrible candor — unnerved Palmer. She won’t be married long, he decided. Her marriage did not matter to her. What, indeed, did anything matter to her, when she was only twenty-three?


  It was just four o’clock when Palmer let Mimi off at a subway entrance. He hurried to put away the car. Once it was back on the second floor of the garage, he sighed with relief and his mood changed quickly. During the evening, he found himself thinking of Mimi’s lovely face, her tangled, multicolored hair, her stories. Everything about her seemed tenderly appealing. He began to feel uneasy over his own behavior, to worry about his coldness, his discouraging failure to dominate the day. That night, he slept badly, full of self-accusation and a curious impatience for the new day to come. He wanted to apologize, to find some way to withdraw his indifference and boredom, which had now, in his mind, grown to really distressing proportions.


  With the dawn came some decline of his impatience. It was odious of him to intrude himself into that young couple’s life, he thought. In the afternoon, he walked down Third Avenue, idly looking in the shopwindows. Palmer was so much accustomed to popularity — to easy, gratifying relations with people — that he found his present situation wounding. He had never before been so much scorned as by the Fraziers, and at the same time so much sought after. To be treated as sheer experience by Mimi was intolerable. Situations had always come upon him — but lightly, sweetly, quietly. His affairs had nearly always been with pretty, gentle girls who had good manners — girls rather shy and well disciplined, a little disappointed by life, but gracefully cheerful. They had more often than not been unmarried or divorced; they had talked about their parents, and tended to prefer their fathers. They had fallen in love with Palmer; they had suffered, but somehow it had always ended, without violence, in a touching diminuendo. After all, his real love was Alice.


  Palmer hated secret telephone calls, and waiting for the mail so as to intercept letters — all the embarrassments with which a foolish woman could torment a man. Nevertheless, he gave up; he was literally compelled to call Mimi. When she answered, he said, quietly, intensely, “I must see you.”


  “You must, huh?” Mimi replied, her voice betraying nothing. “Hold on, I want to get a cig.”


  She seemed to take a long time about it, Palmer thought, and when she took up the phone again, she said abruptly, “The baby’s gonna be with my mother Wednesday night and Thursday. I’m free, or I can be free....”


  “I can’t get away at night!” Palmer said, astonished.


  “Suit yourself, pal,” Mimi said. She spoke softly; Palmer could hear voices in the room around her. He hesitated.


  “Well, I guess that’s that,” Mimi said.


  “Wednesday?” Palmer said weakly. If only it were July, and Alice were safely in Tanglewood. “Well, perhaps...”


  “You work it out,” Mimi said “I’ve got to go. ’Bye.”


  Wednesday was five days away, and Palmer tried to eject it from his thoughts. Much as he hated the necessity for elaborate arrangements and imaginative lies, the fact that at present bothered him most acutely was Mimi’s indifference to what he thought of as his own nature. She had somehow deprived him of the qualities other people found in him — his charm, his knowingness, his intricate feelings — without supplying any discoveries of her own to take their place.


  During the evening, he was quiet, subdued. Alice said that he was tired, that the winter had been hard. They were having dinner alone at home — a light meal of chicken soup and corn bread, carefully prepared by Alice. At seven-thirty, the phone rang. Their friends did not often telephone at the dinner hour, but, even beyond that fact, Palmer knew, with despair and with certainty, that one of the Fraziers was at the other end of the line. He let Alice answer, hoping she would somehow take his foolish situation in hand and relieve him of the need ever to see that young couple, singly or together, again. Alice talked for a few minutes. She looked unhappy when she returned to the table.


  “It was that painter’s wife,” she told him, frowning. “She said she wished we would buy the painting now, if we’re going to buy it, or make a down payment. I said I thought we had made it clear that we couldn’t afford to buy it, but she didn’t seem to have understood that at all.”


  That evening, Palmer went into his studio to lie down on the couch and read Malraux’s Voices of Silence. In the back of the apartment he could hear Alice humming Cherubino’s “Voi che sapete?” in her schoolgirl alto, which made the aria sound like a lively Wesleyan hymn. He smiled tenderly at the sound of her singing, at the click of her black satin mules on the hallway floor. And, still smiling, he got up and went to his desk. On the back of an old envelope he absentmindedly wrote out figures, and then, with a sudden decision, he found his checkbook and wrote — to Mimi, not her husband — a check for seven hundred dollars. He hadn’t earned that much money the whole year. He felt like a forger, an embezzler, but the check had to be written. It had to be seven hundred dollars; the amount was the resolution of questions raised by an extraordinarily intricate set of principles — beliefs about the value of pictures, the need to do a thing generously if at all. Utter gloom, depression, and suspicion settled upon him as, calling softly to Alice an excuse to explain his errand, he went out and dropped the envelope in the mail for the midnight pickup. Miserably, he faced the necessity of beginning to establish an alibi for Alice about Wednesday — that horrible day, which was coming upon him with stupefying rapidity.


  1959


  


  Cross-town


  In the evening there was a moon in the eastern sky outclassing every miracle. It hung over Lexington Avenue where the stores were at last closed and where many little shoes and blouses were enchained for the night’s sleep. Sometimes while waiting for a taxi at Seventy-ninth Street, after midnight, it is possible, with a certain amount of effort or with a little too much wine, to imagine the city returned to trees, old footpaths, and clear, untroubled waters, returned to innocence and nautical miscalculations and ancestral heroics. The sound of a rubber-soled footstep — what is that but the oars of Verrazano slipping into New York Bay, silently, to see what is there, what can be deftly unlocked without rousing a soul? A lot was there; the pirates soon and the merchants in league with them and Captain William Kidd, the first embezzling stockbroker — and a great deal more.


  Many voyages over the amiable waters of the bay and the Hudson, seeing the shore rich with hints. As for me, I do not miss the carriages or lament the old New York horse droppings in front of the mansions in the West Thirties. And not old New York itself with money made before the Civil War and the interesting names which librarians love. Still, there was an impudent dinner on horseback in Sherry’s restaurant with the riders and their mounts amid standing palms and the sylvan scenes on the wallpaper. You can find it on a postcard and imagine the outrageous clanging of the hooves on the marble tiles — and the Italians brought in at dawn to repair them.


  Even now today the patroons have the tables set for sixty a block or so away. The plates that hold the thin goblets filled with an unsugared, lightly liquored dessert are of black-and-gold lacquer from China; and in a suite, perhaps in more than one, in the Waldorf Towers there is one of the many, many Renoirs that have made the emigration, and also an unfortunate Buffet, and also a Sienese primitive, or so they say, so they believe. Taste, arrangements, one of a kind. A huge piece of mineral, shaped like an obelisk, from the South American underground and weighing a ton, one of the earth’s outstandingly large beauties, has been crated and pulleyed from continent to continent and now stands in an entrance hall. All to the good since you cannot be a great world city without many, many surprises.


  Goddesses in flowing, liquid dress, winged helmets, carrying sheaves of grain; kinky-haired Medusas, so slim and dark; and the beautiful Athenas, makers of dresses and perfumes and rouge and nail polish in all the hues. Now the earth tones and soon again a stirring of pastels light as petals on the grass. Goddesses on the arm of plain, unimpressive gods, running to shortness, but shrewd as trolls down in the ground where the minerals are or looking under the waves where the viscid oils lie with all their interest shaming the ladies’ little vials on the dressing table.


  Under the moon the taxi makes its way through the dark park and a cassette of Rachmaninoff passes perhaps over the buried imprint of his own footsteps. The gaseous piano, fortissimo, sounds like a new invention as it executes a sudden, jolting pedaling at the stoplight.


  Here, back once more awaiting the appearance of the nightman, my neighbor can be seen walking her dog. A snub-nosed animal, the dog, with a strange dry body like tanned hide, a dog such as you can see wandering in poor countries, on the back streets of the West Indies. Maybe it was such a dog that killed Verrazano when he went on from the East River and the Hudson to the Caribbean; such a dog and not the natives at all. Well, as we say today, that is what you pay for New York City.


  Nod to the neighbor. Friend is the correct word in this case because, as everyone has noted, neighbor has no special resonance in Manhattan. Oh, blight, the same cannot be said for neighborhood. And it cannot be said of the peculiar, blinding possibility of the painter and his wife in their large, light apartment on Seventh Avenue in midtown where they live in an anxious stasis similar to the comfortable house arrest offered to the families of the deposed.


  The painter possesses an unfashionable and genuinely modest talent. He and his wife are soon to be sixty years old and of him it could be said that he has been too well-brought-up in New Haven and Yale to quit. They have very little cash and yet they spin around like a top, dizzied by the remarkable whirl of their assets. Their apartment (indeed, indeed a steal at $300,000 everyone says) and the small house they have had for thirty years in the town of Gloucester, Mass. (worth, worth, you better believe, Sir, at least $150,000). Remember the view and the spread of the rocky harbor and the memory of Fitzhugh Lane and so on and so on.


  On Monday mornings the wife goes down to the basement with her laundry and sits through the cycles of washing and drying with a nodding patience. He often puts on his Irish woolen cap and his tweed jacket and with some abashment takes the shopping cart out of the closet and goes off with a list to the supermarket. If they speak of all-year-round in Gloucester there is defeat in it — the dead winter, the sailing boats hauled in, the nudity flown. It would not do, no, even though they are little engaged in the city’s art affairs. The painter had his friends who were older than he and are now gone, such men as Edwin Dickinson and Leon Kroll. Pleasant to be a son and that is what he still feels when he goes off to the Childe Hassam exhibition at the National Academy on Fifth Avenue.


  The painter studies, has studied and yet after thirty-five years the landscape of his heart is still the New Haven and Fisher’s Island of his youth. A gallery on Newbury Street in Boston has some of his paintings of shingled summer houses and girls in white on the lawn. They are brought out and sometimes they touch a buyer’s heart, like an old photograph, and so there is money from time to time — not much because the sentiments of the buyer are clouded by the fact that the painter’s name is not known, except here and there, a curious fate for a name. Perhaps there is a little money from legacies, very likely for someone carefully brought up. Anyway, he is known to his brother, a lawyer with an insurance firm in Hartford, as my brother who is an artist and lives in New York City; and his wife is spoken of by her sister in Florida as the brave one who married an artist and lives in New York. So they go on in the ideal, gently backward, greatly puzzled by the cost of things and the mirage of assets...Off to sleep, genteel couple. The city is yours.


  My friend and the dog go to the other side of the street. Not up to a great deal of talk at midnight. Yet how often she is on the street in the late night, sometimes at one end of the block and then again at the other. It is troubling. When she goes off to work the next morning, the dog howls if a footstep comes near the door of her apartment. He is said to be very quiet when Garland, such is her name, is at home.


  In bed at last, ready to read. “Five women in nightgowns were shot in a damp field.” No, not the morning paper. It is the Russian Revolution, St. Petersburg, in Victor Serge’s The Conquered City. The next line explains: “After the killings the men had taken an hour to remove their red stars and sew on the nationalist cockades.”


  New York. Even when you have been here so long, can it be your autobiography? Not the scene of first love, disillusionment, parents, family, formation. Everything instead is confirmation. Has my reservation, my appointment been confirmed? Perhaps yes and maybe not.


  The cold winds blow from the north, from empty space with fir trees like great chandeliers of ice. Then the hellish season and the water vapors as heavy as a fur cloak in the summer air. So, if you come from Siberia you may one day be hit by a blast of memory and feel the cold of an icy cave; but soon you can walk about the dusty street and scarcely forget San Juan stifling in the breeze of a hundred torrid melodies.


  “The City Hall, in the Southern part of Manhattan Island, is in lat. 40° 42' 43" N. and long. 74° 0' 3" W. Average number of hours of sunshine ranges from 150 in November to 271 in June.” That was many years ago, but some things don’t change. And what is meant by hours of sunshine?


  See the photograph of the grandmother in Kiev, wearing a fur hat; and large areas of the city with slave memories, rebellious fires on Minetta Street; and sugarcane and favelas under the Southern Cross. This is not Berlin or Paris and we are not a folk here. Here it is something else.


  The Croats are furious from time to time and throw a bomb. It seems that we should liberate them. Who else?


  It’s all over, Boris. That was the last line of the dramatic crime serial that preceded the evening news. As for the news, after the fires and the gunshots, a victimless crime. It appears that a Columbia graduate student, or one once a graduate student, has stolen a 1630 edition of Galileo from a London library. When he tried to pass it on to a dealer there was a smart detective sitting behind the desk. Imperishable Galileo among the treasures of the earth. A Kazak rug, American rococo furniture attributed to Meeks, dolls, quilts, a diamond necklace — nothing out of stock at the auction houses.


  When a dreadful crime takes place, the accused and the victim become for the time allotted them quite interesting and that is bad news for both. Biographers of soul and body arouse themselves — reveille. Off the researchers go to the reform school, seeking résumés, recommendations from psychiatrist and warden, plotting the flight of the spotted bird. If all goes well, all will go well; if not, beware. And here is the father of the accused opening the door with a shotgun in his hand. And somewhere else the mother, whose Mrs. has been followed by several names different from that borne by the accused. I haven’t heard from him in thirteen years. He’s not in trouble, is he? That is one genre, and the old frogs in the pond move about in a sluggish repetition.


  Money and the natural wish for change, a nice change, occasionally require crime for the removal of the unchanging. A stir in the great mansion on the bluffs of a rich town in the Northeast and here a dozen tubs of blue agapanthus guard the sides of the driveway and the turf is as green and rich and imperishable as some vile shag on a bathroom floor. Three handsome cars are in the garage and the waves of the sea just beyond the light curtains of the master bedroom are as gratifying as waves of one’s own anywhere else in the world. The coast is not unlike Biarritz.


  What a fool he or she, already so rich, was to fall under the domination of the law and what with the blue flowers and the silvered mirrors and the crime and the amphibious lawyers — what can vengeance be like when so miserably deserved? And out of the index cards and the coughing tapes your biography will be preserved and in this, having caught the public eye, you will be trapped in the universal, the toneless data. No matter. Many consolations. You will share this internment, the fatality of being interesting to someone, with generals, scientists, flamboyant artists, and other criminals. In a way you haven’t fared worse than Michelangelo.


  Only writers have the possibility of autobiography, this singularity, this exercise of option by way of adjectives and paragraphs. No wonder statesmen and public figures need all the help they can get from the files, the recorded meetings, the secretaries and extraordinary machinery. For others, the unaided, there are aesthetic problems — what will “work.” My life would make a book, the hairdresser said. That is true, true. There is incident, suspense, narrative and then, too, there is the “I” and here the hairdresser insists that what went on there is nobody’s business.


  There is some dispute about Rousseau. Perhaps he did not abandon his children to the foundling hospital. What a base lie. Not to have abandoned the children, all five of them. But of course he sent the children to the foundling hospital. Everything we know about him and Thérèse Levasseur makes it “work.” That is if there actually were children born. There’s always that.


  A bit of my past nudged the present a month or so ago. There was a time when I used to run into people from home on the streets of New York and members of my family used to come in on the C&O and we would go to Oklahoma! and to the Latin Quarter, a large Hungarian sort of place with a large menu featuring the splendid oxymoron, baked Alaska, and a long, florid floor show. But no more, not for what you might call that sort of American.


  A couple from Louisville telephoned me and spoke of the extraordinary decision they had made. They had sold their house on a street named Keithshire Drive. The old Indian names of Chinoe Road and the countrified Tate’s Creek were never in fashion in the suburbs. They had sold their house and come here to New York to an apartment on York Avenue, and for life. The wife is forty-five and the husband is forty-seven. Fred and Dorothy. Fred worked for one of the Louisville distilleries, J.W. Dant, and he has some kind of position with the New York offices of another whiskey producer. They call this a hardship post, he said, but we are pleased as punch.


  Hardship post. I have heard that phrase before, from a United States foreign-service officer. He was referring to Calcutta. So, welcome Fred and Dorothy.


  They are in three white rooms on the twelfth floor and they have brought with them, have transferred, their sideboard and gateleg tables and corner cupboard. A mahogany whatnot stands in the hall and on it are fluted bottles, saucers from Czechoslovakia, and “Mama’s cut glass.” How happy they appeared, how pleased to be going up and down the gold-flecked elevator, which lets out on long, narrow corridors with gold-flecked carpeting.


  We sat together drinking bourbon and names from years ago came into the conversation. Bob and Jack and Nancy and their stories, which were for the most part not out of luck. Everyone was pretty good. And just then a surly man rang the doorbell, a man who had been announced at apartment 12F and yet rang the bell of apartment 12H in error. Somehow all the bells and corridors and letters of the alphabet bore down in their awesome multiplication and a silence spread over our recital of place-names and streets and the little villages at home named Athens, Paris, and Versailles that lie between the larger towns,


  And now a phonograph was playing overhead and the bass rhythm was like the light hammering of many nails in sequence, as if putting down a carpet.


  The husband walked with me down the corridor to the elevator and on the way someone was playing phrases of Maria Callas’s “Casta Diva,” playing over and over, picking up the arm and putting it down with a scratch. A new world, Fred? Yes, it is, that it is. Now he bent toward me and it was true he still had the look, the look of fraternities and the football team and tall boys from the Kentucky mountains slipping the ball into the basket, and Coach Rupp, all of it. And also back there in the apartment in Dorothy’s eyes there were lilacs and a pair of cardinals caught on the bush for a moment in the Japanese style, and fields of tobacco plants and horses standing in the dry winter fields.


  Now, listen, Fred said. Dorothy has been in a life-threatening situation, but all is well, all is well.


  Ah, York Avenue, the thoroughfare of hospitals. These two, he with his fair husband-face and she with her fair wife-face, were two intrepid warriors appearing out of the sky like defiant airplanes rushing through the stars, and as they said, for life.


  Downstairs the garden of rocks and undying foliage in the lobby, the mirrors, the crystal chandelier, and the radio on the doorman’s desk playing Caribbean music. Nothing amiss here. All bright and warm and, yes, filled with hope. In front of New York Hospital the limousines stopped at the entrance and then went on to look for an empty waiting spot on the avenue. And nothing much else new from home.


  What obstinacy in the air. A whole city built on obstinacy. Don’t yield. The schoolchildren with their satchels crossing the city when it is barely light on a winter morning — obstinate little roots. Some are in parochial-school uniforms, green stockings and plaid skirts, and they themselves are like little nuns, postulates, hanging on. Others are being bused to private schools. Children of professors, actors, lawyers, officials. And no matter how carelessly they are dressed in housepainter overalls or little-boy lumberjack costumes, there is no doubt they will be the inheritors of whatever there is — along with the others, loitering, wandering, disappearing under the turnstiles at the subway entrance, swiftly out of sight as the coin seller calls, Hey you, stop.


  Surely it was thinking about himself and the meaning of his life that brought Rousseau to paranoia. He entered the “auto,” the powerful mobile and drove over the landscape of his biography with miraculous speed and no care for distance. Almost at the end of his recollections, his apologia, which he read aloud to the Count and Countess d’Egmont, Prince Pignatelli, the Marchioness de Mesmes, and the Marquis de Juigne, he utters a firm summation. I have always suspected M. de Choiseul of being the hidden author of all the persecutions I had suffered in Switzerland.


  1980


  


  The Bookseller


  Saturday, November. Winter, thank heaven. Everyone is wearing something new in the fall line. Skirts are shorter and heels are, thereby, lower. Quite old ladies are in schoolgirl sweaters and men far from young are on silent roller skates — curving backward, slowly spinning around to make a deft, brilliant, soundless stop on the sidewalk.


  November. People have stopped going to their country places for the weekend, because, it is said, there is too much going on in the city. How true that is. At the opera, machines float swans across the back of the stage and hurl swords through the air; ballet fans are gossiping on the mezzanine; the hardy are standing in fur or in fat jackets of spring-garden pinks and purples in the long lines outside the movie houses. The city people are as strong as athletes and in elevated spiritual condition, too. Happy hours inside the darkened halls, with so many performing up front in a flood of light. Creamy faces on the screen; thin chiffons and heavy velvets on the stage. He leaping, leaping, and she folding her arms in dejection, like the wings of a bird; another reaching so high, up, up, singing of her lover’s treachery to the cause of her father. Saturday night, sold out.


  The cafés are steaming, and from the restaurant doors garlic floats toward the hoods of cars waiting for the light. The newspaper kiosks have tomorrow’s papers stacked outside and, as always, Roger’s secondhand bookstore on Columbus Avenue is open for business. The store is called The Pleiade, but Roger likes to refer to it as the “play aid.” He says he has learned to watch out for strangers who can pronounce the name properly, because they know what they are doing and are sure to steal him blind. This caution is not, in fact, Roger’s way at all. He approaches theft — the thin volumes hiding in overcoats and the large volumes in shopping bags — with a short cry of pain and a long journey into his imagination, where he finds some poor truant, beaten down by self-awareness like the man in Notes from Underground, poring with fevered eyes over his treasure.


  It is almost eleven when we stop at the shop. Roger says: The overflow from The Marriage of Maria Braun is terrific.


  Roger is a large man, with sand-colored skin and hair of a curious tan shade, and he is dressed in a sand-colored corduroy jacket with leather patches on the elbows. The elbow patches and the pipe he sometimes smokes do not give him the air of a professor or of a sportsman. He is too seedy and rumpled and sand-strewn for that. He is just the benign, beaming, outsized owner of The Pleiade, and he and his shop are rooted like cabbages in the mixed sod of Columbus Avenue.


  Yes, a lot is going on, but Roger never goes to the opera, never goes to the ballet, seldom goes to the movies. He is stuck in his shop, like a flagpole on the village green. He is a man with a single overwhelming passion out of which his being flows. The modernist classics are his passion. Reverence, the tensions of love, the restlessness of pursuit inflect his utterance of the sacred names. Photographs of Frenchmen, Russians, Americans, Italians, martyrs of inspiration, are in frames on the walls of The Pleiade, and their mostly somber images, caught in the youth of radical invention, are lit like icons by the candle of Roger’s beaming eyes. He is haunted by memories. Where, oh where, is his lost copy of A Barbarian in Asia with the luck of Michaux’s signature circled by cryptic drawings?


  Roger and his books. His old friends are aware that he does not quite read them and that there is no word accurate for his curious taking in. He flips through the volumes delicately, carefully, and in some agitation of mind and spirit. His classics, with their almost constitutional authority, live under a kind of glass in his admiration. New books, not quite yesterday’s or even of the last few years, he receives kindly and with generous hope, and he is quick to sort out those that have about them certain whisperings of futurity, of longevity. But it is not true that Roger has no knowledge of his books. The truth is that he knows them in an intimate, peculiar fashion. He knows well each flavor, each spécialité, each domain, and the very quality of the aspiration. In his cheerful heart all the ironies, overturnings, dissonances of modern art ring out their sad notes and fill him with happiness.


  If one were to say: Roger, do you admire Bruno Schulz?, he would answer: Oh, yes, oh, yes. And then, reflecting, he might add: But I like Crocodile Street better than Sanatorium. He has made a judgment, reached into the bibliophile quarry that is his head, and brought to life the elusive pages with their type, their chapter headings, their beginnings and endings, their place-names that sparkle with fresh consonants and vowels. And he knows what there is to know of lives — the terrible struggles of authorship that have undone so many.


  At The Pleiade, a thin young woman, with hair cold and shiny like a wet cap, set over large, steady eyes, is drinking coffee at a long table at the back. Lois, Roger says.


  Up front, there stands on tiptoe a not unusual bookshop scarecrow in black trousers, frayed jacket, and painful shoes long worn by feet much larger than the feet currently trying to find a grounding in them. This pitiful person is holding a book some distance from his eyes. Crazy, Roger says.


  A very large dog, like a huge ball of dust, sleeps in the middle of the shop and must be circled by the customers. So it is, with small variations, seven nights a week at The Pleiade. Now a young couple, whispering, examine the titles on the shelves. Roger’s eagerness follows their glances. He is in search of essence, the young couple’s essence, to be revealed to him as a hand pulls a volume forward and then slowly pushes it back into place. Roger sees the light of recognition and the blankness of ignorance.


  Pound’s ABC, the young man whispers to the girl. Twenty-five dollars. The expensive jewel lies in the young man’s palm for a moment and then is returned to its alphabetical resting place.


  Roger watches the unrolling, as it seems to him, of their biography. He is deeply interested, although the couple do not reveal any eccentricity and their passage through poetry, criticism, art, and fiction is unremarkable. But there is a longing, perhaps, a tenderness and wonder, before first American edition and original English edition, before the contemplation of the out-of-print, the signed, and the limited.


  At last the girl buys a paperback for two dollars and fifty cents. Kafka’s Diaries, volume I. Roger’s smile seems to fade a bit, although not in dishonor to Kafka, for whom he feels a love almost criminal. The fading seems to be a disappointment that the young couple had been thus far deprived of the volume.


  They go out in their matching ski jackets, jog down the avenue with their blond hair flying behind. Roger collects his decisions about them. Poets, he says. I think they live downtown, but not in the East Village. Something like West Tenth Street. Respectable types, Amherst and Wellesley. Those two are spacing lines on a page.


  Roger. I can see again his large head bowed, as if in grief, in the Milton seminar at Columbia some years ago. He brought to graduate studies his pen and his notebook and the steady downward tug of his dilatory, procrastinating nature. It was the modernist T. S. Eliot and his resurrection of the metaphysical poets that had led Roger disastrously to the seventeenth century. By the perverse authority of institutions he was brutally dragged by his light curls into the study of Milton, a poet not even very high in the regard of Eliot at the time. Roger endured for a few months. He wrote in the margins of The Student’s Milton: “Cf. Virgil,” after one line; and “See Pliny the Elder,” after another; and at the top of a page “Pythagoras was the only one who had heard the spheres’ music.”


  But his head was too big and his eyes were too small for the peering at lines, and he shuffled about in the text like a melancholy sheep in a pen. At last, he gave up and went cheerfully loping off into the meadow of upper Broadway, and came to a stop some years later as the proprietor of The Pleiade. And yet, even now, Roger can sometimes be heard in the doorway of his shop, greeting a friend with “Hail, holy light!,” the only phrase from Paradise Lost sequestered in his memory.


  Roger knows well a number of regular visitors to The Pleiade and he has friends, themselves a miscellaneous collection, from his Columbia undergraduate days. He knows a French-literature scholar, a Socialist, a Catholic poet, and a lawyer who plays the violin and reads Kleist and Novalis in German.


  The night is ending and Lois is nodding at the table. Before Lois, Maureen was for some months sitting at the table, sitting there silent and beautiful and abstracted — very, very much in the Lois manner.


  Where is Maureen?


  Gone for a spell to the topless towers, Roger says. Is there regret in his tone? No, not exactly. It is Roger’s way to meet fate with the sweetest accommodation of the trivial or the violent alteration. Profound passivity, a little wonder, and a flash of puzzlement here and there, and the flux of his domestic arrangements serenely made its way to sea. For this, the troubled people who floated down on him, as if he were a pier for a sudden anchorage, were perhaps grateful.


  The topless towers was his designation of Maureen’s hometown, Troy, New York. And it was there she would go when the peaceful vacancy of her nature took a little turn to the left or right and she had to be got back on the road again.


  Lois is a friend of Maureen’s, Roger explains. She’s looking for work.


  Lois nods, and her meditative gaze is so untroubled that it has the effect of a signal of trouble itself.


  From time to time, the iron gates over the front of The Pleiade remained closed past noon, and some of Roger’s commercial neighbors were taken by curiosity. The cook from the Chinese restaurant often walked out in his apron and peered through the gated windows into the impatient jaws of the dog. The fat palmist, awaiting the evacuation sure to arrive when the landlord, stuck with the derelict for so many years, could decide to what brilliant, prosperous use the palmist’s street-front broom closet might be put, glared with deep intention at the locked gates, as if she had at last accomplished a predicted malediction. There was no cordiality between Roger and the palmist, because he detested the occult and the pornographic and, to him, the palmist united the two in her black coils of hair and in the beseeching, whimpering noises directed at passersby.


  But soon there would come Roger in a taxi, and out of the taxi came shopping bags filled with more books bought from a bankrupt hole-in-the-wall competitor. The gates rolled back, the cut-rate bin was trundled to the pavement, and the luckless, sneering palmist saw The Pleiade’s Mostly Mozart poster return to life. The slim volumes again dozed in the afternoon light. The large volumes of the High Renaissance and The History of Egyptian Art listened once more to the gassy braking of the No. 11 bus. All was well, except that Roger was undergoing a brief sinking spell because of the new burden of his infatuated buying.


  Roger does not drink, but he eats quite a lot of apples, pizzas, and hamburgers, and makes many cups of coffee in his electric pot. He lives in the large, decaying building over the shop. He is one of those brought up by well-to-do parents sent to good schools, to France for a summer — who, on their own, show no more memory of physical comforts than a prairie dog.


  Once, in the bookstore, the lawyer friend spoke about a visit to the apartment to look at a violin Roger had bought. Lethal squalor, he kept repeating, lethal squalor. Yet he found in this jumbled, tumbled theater of belligerent disorder a fine violin, old paintings of curious interest, fine brasses black with tarnish, rare books, carved wood: twenty-five years of desultory buying in junk shops, elephantine carting, and, at last, forgetful dumping. The lawyer observed that Roger would never starve but he might die from stepping on a rusty nail.


  Roger has his dog, with its concentrated sleepy look, and his Maureens and Loises with their unconcentrated, dream-heavy eyes. He has his shop, where he spends his waking hours, and when that is over he goes upstairs to rest, like a peasant returning to his hut at sundown. Perhaps he sleeps on a pallet, wrapped in his winter sheepskin in the unthinkable darkness in which one imagines his bright, daylight smile there someplace in the clutter beaming away like a night lamp. No matter — the patrician in him is not entirely erased and lingers on in an amiable displacement, remaining in his contentment to keep pace with just where he is, to raise prices as the rent rises, to keep out the street winds, to fill the shopping bags with new loot, and to feel a certain discomfort and confusion when he makes a sale. His father left a good deal of money, but Roger does no resentful bookkeeping. Instead, he shows a flare of pride that his mother is in her ninety-sixth year, consuming the real estate, the insurance, the stocks like an admirable, slowly grazing animal.


  The wind from the river comes up suddenly to disperse the Saturday-night rubbish. Into the air go newspapers, candy wrappers, loose tobacco, and the sluggish waters at the curb stir under the tidal moon. The bookstore empties and Roger sighs in the mixed feelings of the end of another day of his long, long celebration. He directs Lois to go across the street to the all-night Puerto Rican grocery store to buy cornflakes. She looks uncertain of this journey but takes the five-dollar bill, scurries away among the cars, looking like a small, blackened crossing sweeper of a century ago.


  Majored in fine arts, Roger says. And then, looking up into the sky in which lights from so many rooms flicker like yellow stars, Roger drifts for a moment into a mesmerized, speculative mode. In the rooms, he says, he imagines miserable calculations in every head nodding off to sleep, figures added and subtracted, dreams of selling the very space that held the bed upon which the sleeper’s head restlessly lay in its blur of arithmetic. On the street, he has noticed that people keep turning around suddenly, as if future income taxes were brushing by, grazing coats like a pickpocket.


  Lois returns, the gates clang before the darkened window, and as they start up the stairs of the tenement Roger ends his historical reverie. Those that are not inside counting up, he says, are outside making marks in indelible ink on every clean wall. Good night, good night.


  Some days after, there is Roger at noon explaining things to the Hungarian woman who has for twenty-two years managed alone her dry-cleaning establishment and is now to be evicted in an imaginative glassy renovation which will add its signature to the old avenue’s petition of hope. Roger is saying: Landless peasants, that is what we are. Till the soil for centuries and then the messenger comes from St. Petersburg to say the master wants his hectares for an iron foundry.


  The dry-cleaning woman says: Mr. Spiegel does not live in St. Petersburg but in Bay Ridge.


  Roger, gregarious as a housefly, is not one asked to dinner at the home of his friends, although he presents a respectable bohemian appearance. He has not accumulated anything for social use and is no more fit for the inside of things than a flowering bush. The byways of life have captured him, even captivated his mind, and it is possible to think that his contentment comes from never having to set out the dishes, watch the oven, make drinks, freeze ice, have coffee cups ready and table chairs assembled. And his curiosity is disarming — harmless, quickly satisfied, unassuming, wide rather than deep. It is a sort of credulous, favorable curiosity and surrounds him like heat.


  His memory for names is extraordinary. It is names he stores up out of the daily Times. Names of painters, names of sopranos, names of leftists and rightists, of murderers, of architects, of film directors, and, above all, the names of writers to go with their titles. These names lie on his brain, smothering it, like the blanketing of the acquisitions in his apartment. His cumulative index of dead and live souls, jangling bits of change with the pennies, nickels, and dimes of celebrity, often has a dampening effect on conversation and, being all-identifying information as it is, the terms of exchange cannot be agreed upon.


  Obscure persons, those of some past accomplishment lying under the settled dust, are alarmed by Roger’s mysterious recognitions. They start in embarrassment, seeming to fear they have been picked out of the heap by mistake.


  Aren’t you — — , author of — — ? Roger asks with perfect courtesy.


  How did you recognize me?


  To this Roger can only reply that in truth he does not know. And he is unprepared for the burden his keen eye, his genial salute represented to the modest, the shy, and also to the arrogant.


  What is the noise in the back of The Pleiade? Like the sound of some smoothly running machine pleased to be doing its part. It is Roger and the great energy of his friendly, healthy, untroubled ways. Unaccountable exertions at the table in the back of the shop. Roger is typing away at an impressive speed, racing along as confidently as an alert stenographer in court. Behind him, stacked in neat black binders, are the thirteen novels he has written on the typewriter. During the slowness just before the dinner hour there he is, sitting straight and tall for the protection of his back during his labors. Coffee cools beside him, a cheeseburger waits in its wrapping paper. Clang, clang, clang! Loud, joyful clangs from his thick, strong fingers. In goes a sheet of paper to be greeted by the happy rhythmical clatter and soon with a quick, practiced twist out it comes with a very pleasant zing, and another page rolls in. Pure pleasure rattles through Roger’s body as the neat, perfectly typed pages pile up. What gladness in numbers: Chapter 7, page 210.


  The pages arrive as if telephoned by the stack of index cards on the right, which contain, sketched in Roger’s fine script, the characters who are sending the messages.


  From an early work: Desmond, thirty-two, in the O.S.S. on the European front, World War II. English by birth but American citizen after marriage to Melissa, proper Bostonian background. These two were to be involved in a tangle of unbelievable but nevertheless predictable complication.


  The gathering ledgers — for that is what they appear to be — ledgers with indecipherable figures noting some forgotten transaction, have seen the creation of disaster plots, cancer plots, celebrity-scandal plots, regional plots, international plots. But there is nothing at all in the stacks of black binders of the avant-garde, nothing of the beloved discordance of modernism, that is the pride of the bookshelves, the consolation of the proprietor. The violent, ecstatic typing — so like a fantastic, rejuvenating regime of arcane exercises. The pile of crisp pages sometimes goes out to the world in envelopes, and the return causes no discouragement.


  The French scholar, a lonely man and a terrible snob with an almost paranoid resentment of certain French works in current esteem, among them the poetry of Francis Ponge and the essays of Cioran, often says: I do not understand this deranged typing. It is not hope of fame, of money, or even of publication. It is not anything that can be known.


  And he tells of seeing Roger once in a mood of despair as he sat ready to attack the keys. A work in the autobiographical mode was planned, but a painful interruption, a stiffening, a paralysis struck Roger after only a dozen or so pages. Mournfully, he appealed to his reliable fingers, the faithful engines, but they could not be urged to move along. At last, he said: The “I” is not for me. The sheet came out, the black leather cover was placed over the typewriter with the solemnity of defeat — a burial.


  Disquieting events at The Pleiade, in December. Maureen returns suddenly from Troy, looking beautiful, with her tranquil eyes, her short curls, and wearing a graceful skirt of Indian cotton.


  Sprung, Roger says.


  Now Maureen sits at the back of the shop with Lois, also in her full beauty, if somehow edging into dishevelment, save for a new pair of expensive light-blue leather boots, stitched with patterns of pink roses.


  They might be Roger’s daughters. And what are they? Mistresses? They and the sulky despot, Jenny, whose reign, before Maureen, tormented the walls, accused the shelves, menaced with frowns the old New Directions paperbacks and the first hundred titles of Anchor Books, which Roger, knight of perfect faith, had assembled.


  Jenny, in her forties, had come to Roger like a message in a bottle, floating from Yugoslavia, where she was born, to London, where she was briefly married to a second cousin of Roger’s, and on to New York with the address of The Pleiade in her hand.


  Where indeed is Jenny?


  New Jersey, Roger says. Relatives. Serbs chanting folktales from the old oral tradition.


  Not one of his friends thinks Maureen or Lois is a mistress. It is unimaginable because of the presence of some cheerful absence in Roger, his blameless peculiarity of not seeming to have an interior. For all his curiosity, he is not inclined to analysis and detail, and those about whom he is curious come into his view as traveling objects. It is as if he were to look up and say: That one is blue with yellow stripes and this one is red and black. Except for the tyrannical Jenny. The violinist believes there might have been an affair in that corner.


  And why does he think so? Her deprecating ill-humor, for one thing, he answers.


  The two girls, Maureen and Lois, were not altogether friendly and took up more room than the shop could bear. They did not make change, did not advise about the existence of a title, never opened the interesting pages of Books in Print. Roger himself swept out in the morning, and at night, often the wrong one, took his huge plastic bags of rubbish to the curb for collection. Two girls might have been six girls, and the multiplication sent Roger into a state of mind unusual for him, a state of unhappiness and vexation. The unbalancing scheme seemed to demand something from him, but he was not clear just what that something might be.


  It is not as if they were down and out, he would say with a sigh. He repeated this again and again, and although the girls were only a few feet away they did not appear to be listening.


  Both girls were indeed cherished by their confused families. They received money and mail, letters filled with encouragement, letters grateful that they were in beguiling, promising New York City in order to get on with their lives. Their hometowns, scenes of disappointment and constriction, were not suitable for advancement. Lois had found early that in her own Pittsburgh there was nothing happening. The two had met in a private sanatorium and each had made her way to therapeutic New York and to the Pleiade hospice. And here they were, in a state of becoming.


  The overpopulation left Roger gasping for air, unable to recover his stolen placid breathing. The unmoving freight, stalled, lay in his path, defying all the tools his accepting nature had at hand. He would find the two silently gazing at the store’s landscape and limply he would suggest: Shoo! Take a walk.


  We are not twins, Maureen would answer. Let Lois take the walk.


  The Pleiade is downed by melancholy until Christmas, when Lois is lifted up by holiday sentiment and one morning abandons the bookshop and the apartment for the despised Pittsburgh.


  She will not be back, Maureen says. It turns out that Lois’s brother walked up and down in front of The Pleiade, entered the challenging stairway of the old tenement, looked in wonder like a detective on a case at Roger, Maureen, the dog, the unkempt and the fashionable customers, and decided that the setting was not promising for Lois’s career. With the help of Christmas he led her to take up the trail back home.


  The empty chair reassured, space opened up in Roger’s heart once more and its steady, comfortable beating returned. The typewriter clanged from four until six in the afternoon. New classics were magically restored after the cruelty of time had spent itself. The tides flowed and Roger swam.


  It is Christmas at The Pleiade. Roger’s days soar as he dispenses, in the spirit of charity baskets, the gifts of the world. Storytellers from Africa, epics from Latin America, painful gutting rituals from Japan, women poets from the Russia of the twenties — the 1920s, the period of his first passions, now a hallowed battlefield filled with noble headstones. Suicides, early death, transfiguration, words, words, words, in all the tongues of the earth. Roger’s head, with its wrinkled sandy waves lapping on the shore of his brow, bobs up and down in time to the sacred music.


  On the block, the sepulcher of the old fruit market is now a mausoleum of oak cabinets and kitchen tables from the back porches of the Middle West. Taste itself seems to be laughing in the street.


  In January, Maureen dimmed and faded away. The dark star of Jenny, with her glimmering scowl, ascended without notice. Remarks burst from her like bullets. He is a toadstool, she would say of Roger in a loud gunfire.


  After a pause of shock, Roger found his aim. You see, I am a cavaliere servente, he cried out gaily, calling upon page 1 of The Charterhouse of Parma.


  Jenny gradually displayed a few marks of chastening. An unwholesome strain of choleric domesticity invaded her thoughts, a lesson learned. She had turned a corner, but not the one that led to cooking and housekeeping. She was making her way, as if by a private radar, to the interests of ownership. Swift, proprietary gleamings, a sense of things. Her eyes surveyed the books, the collections, like a guard with his flashlight making the midnight rounds. Stirrings in the blood, storage plans for winter, gathering potatoes in the cellar; she was getting older.


  Sometimes one would see her studying a piece of brass or old silver brought down from the apartment. A pawnbroker’s stare, cynical smile, and shrug of feigned indifference. Roger did not speak of this alteration in her attention, but found relief in the fact that she stayed upstairs a good deal, pushing objects from one corner to another, making promising groupings, looking for the right screw for a hole, an old curve that would welcome a stray rosette of gold leaf. No mending, no polishing. In her fitful accounting all was equal and she might have been engaged in a nightmare dialogue between buyer and seller. Here is the missing leg, in perfect shape; here is the piece that completes the red tail of the dragon on the green china plate; here is volume IV. Sorting out, Roger said.


  In the middle of March, our lawyer friend who played the violin and read Kleist and Novalis died. The death dug its teeth into Roger’s soft heart and he looked backward to remember that the friend had not been in The Pleiade for a few months and had for the past year appeared frail and thin. At the Riverside Chapel, we mourned this death of a hero, with his antique passions, as they seemed, his poets known by heart and whose lives were shorter than his own.


  He has gone their way early, Roger said in a throttle of tears.


  Nothing in the memorial of all this. Instead, accomplishments unknown to us, the accretion of a short, handsome wife and the production of two tall daughters. They haven’t got him right, Roger grieved as the tributes went on with their office jokes, mishaps on the tennis court, charitable contributions, and helping hands for the young.


  The Pleiade has lost a star and yet, diminished, it faces another spring. Roger himself seems to be adorned with fresh innocence as he watches the begonias and forced gardenias expel the potted chrysanthemums and Jerusalem cherries from the sidewalk outside the florist’s. The heavens are clear for a whole week. There is ballet at the State Theatre and yet another at the opera house. Hardly a night passes without an author to be recognized and to receive a murmured approbation, as if a breeze has passed the ear whispering, beloved, here you are at last.


  The pleasing winds came one day, drifted away the next, and came once more. The dollar bin at The Pleiade now has a two-dollar sign on it. When the talk turns to unemployment and inflation, Jenny can be heard to say: There is a lot of money in pockets. The Chinese build a glass extension for their restaurant and fill it with smart blue chairs and white tables. In the antique shop a large art deco bar of black glass and chrome humbles the lowly, stripped oak.


  So the coming of another spring still finds Roger ruling in the heavens like Zeus. And his great stars, Kafka, Beckett, Walter Benjamin, Joyce, Akhmatova, and old men from Japan with their whores in the snow mountains — all of these shine on and on and on.


  1980


  


  Back Issues


  Dark, cold, and misty in January of this year, 1981. Bloomingdale’s did better than expected in the Christmas sales and heaven knows it was filled with a mystical spirit for the whole month of December and Fifth Avenue shone with a great light and all was well with the buying and selling of clothes. The army of clothes paraded in the streets and there was impressive national power in the boots, especially that pair of tan leather trimmed in lizard and costing $600. What luck to find them caressing a shinbone since they were certain to cost more next year.


  Splendid sportif raccoon coats pacing the avenues, sniffing, fearless night beauties, with small, happy faces peering out of the ruff at the neck, faces with dabs of purplish red on the cheekbones. On the streets you understand that the greatness of winter is to wear woolen shawls, big as a shepherd’s cloak, little knit caps, fur-lined gloves, plaid skirts with two dozen pleats, suede pants, and leather vest — and in the evening, velvet.


  But the brilliance of this warm display is suddenly snubbed by the impatient appearance of resort clothes, light little things slipped into the windows in the stealth of night, ready for the second of January as if a hot wind had blown them up from the storage basement. Bathing suits and shorts, cotton dresses with spaghetti straps; sunburns and surfboards, tennis rackets and green turf for golf, black waiters and seafood. On Madison Avenue, roses and bougainvillea and the lowly hibiscus; blue swimming pools, strawberries and cream. Overnight, what sun-splattered health in the January slush.


  So much for the landscape and the defiant calendar of merchandise. A step on the way to the New York Public Library, the castle of stone and Vermont marble backed by its stone-bench park of infamous assignations. No reason to doubt the library, “Modern Renaissance more or less in the style of Louis XVI,” has survived the night and its treasures, its flakey books, parcels of such peculiarity, will move back and forth from stack to hand like the tide going in and out.


  Forty-second Street does not appear this morning to have enjoyed a particularly good Christmas season. Instead it has the thick and thuggish air of having endured the predicted slump of the times. And it is not on its way to the Caribbean. No need for that since there is something hot and tropical about shoddy, dusty, fatigued little business places in which the winter air seems rich with summer flies.


  They say Forty-second Street will be reclaimed and that means many familiar, unpromising things will be deflected. Not unlike the way the state highway department decides upon a new road, makes its plans, and the plans cut through the middle of an old widow’s house, tottering there in her own yard, with the rotting barn, its roof beautifully smashed in like a felt hat, and the cracked oval windows of the hayloft. All of it collapse, desuetude that you might call irreplaceable. Goodbye. Off the widow goes to the trailer park where her “assessment” buys a cozy, oblong piece of tin fitted together in the early 1950s. At least there she is in another rural environment and soon at night she can hear the trucks, magnificent transcontinental donkeys carrying hard tomatoes across the country on their backs.


  The bar of the Hotel Astor, heart of Times Square not so long ago. Scene of many misadventures owing to double doses of the Manhattan cocktail, wrongly named because of its sweetness. Neat, squeamish girls floating on New Year’s eve into the streets, for history, for city experience — and the men pushing into them, nearly penetrating as it were.


  Everywhere there is much respect for the honorable suicide of old buildings tired of the haul up and down, exhausted by patched-up arteries and expensive surgery. The moonlight on ten stories of a sandstone building with Gothic pediments: for that you go down to the archives like men in rubber suits searching for jewel cases left in the Andrea Doria. Cheap sunlight on an empty right-hand corner. There is some of that in empty, dead Main Streets, streets with the ashamed gaze of nude mannequins in a shopwindow at night. Here, in Manhattan, an excavation deep in the middle of Fiftieth Street is as awesome as a crypt in a cathedral and a certain quiet wonder about the nature of things can be observed on the faces of strollers staring down into the hole.


  If they reclaim Times Square the squalid pornography houses, the public scene of the private, will then move on, find another ground elsewhere for the onanistic seed. But what about the orange drinks in large, round, glass vessels which swirl the liquid around as if there were many goldfish inside needing circulation? And the record shops, providing through the open doors sounds that grab the arm like a companion suddenly come upon? And the Brazilian shoes with their dagger heels tilted on little pieces of plastic in the display window? They fit someone, just right. And the cafeterias with chopped liver, tuna fish, and egg salad brought in at dawn from some sinister kitchen? Yes, the tenacity of disreputable avenues; and yet all is possible and the necessary conditions may arrive and bottles and pencils, hats and condoms will go to their grave.


  The New York Public Library — not much to be done with that. You would not want to say that it has the smell of the tomb of its steady, underpaid clerks; but it does have the smell of a tomb and that is not unpleasant for a day of study. Damp winter shrouds on the backs of chairs. Bright, determined scholars, using the minutes, the hours, and the bibliographies, the footnotes falling into line obediently, like little soldiers in the ranks of documentation.


  The others, the others. There at the front table in the left gallery is one of them, a fair-skinned old lady, a true American, daily researching her genealogy — an indefatigable digger, burrowing in the holes of Virginia and Massachusetts. Yes, you see me here in the scum of Manhattan, but my blue eyes and this yellowing white hair go back to Josiah Somebody, a man of great importance in the American Revolution, and I will soon know precisely where the old homestead stood. It was very near to that of his dear friend, the great General John Stark of New Hampshire.


  Displaced widow of New York City, what are you doing here, with your pocketbook full of the American Revolution, your house keys, a few dollars, your Senior Citizen bus pass, and your Unitarian memories? Will you not budge, you blue-eyed remainder? Will you never go back to that place where you met your husband in high school, where you went to Normal School to learn to teach reading and arithmetic? There is room back there among the town hall records, the village library, the Grange meetings, the church fair, the waving flags, and the graves. No, she is not going anywhere, is never to be severed; she will not part from thee, Manhattan. She is part of some irrevocable trust, signed and notarized years ago. And now a pretty tortoiseshell comb falls from the bun of her white hair. It falls without sound to the floor, but in its passage it is observed by a young woman who picks it up, puts it in the pocket of her red cable-knit cardigan, and ever so swiftly moves to a table at the back of the room. Another keepsake gone.


  Ah, well, the library is a hallowed spot. (Ten men were killed in the building of it, along with twenty or thirty seriously injured.) My university was the New York Public Library, some left-wing intellectuals used to say, singing it out in a “Deutschland über Alles” rhythm, the same Hail! rhythm used by the universities themselves.


  In the library there can be found Back Issues, old copies of our literary magazines. Quarterlies they were for the most part, inspirations of the vernal equinox and winter solstice. Long and short memorials to the thoughts of many therein. More hours of these lives were spent on book reviews than on lovemaking or even on making a living. Married, divorced, two children, won Pulitzer Prize, suffered torments which at last appeared in print — an emanation, a sign with a name attached to it, as Halley predicting a natural phenomenon claimed as his own the swooning, remarkable flash in the sky. Back Issues, a candy store, small business. Poems and stories, politics, reversals and discoveries, individually packed by hand and some, as they say, moving faster than others.


  For this day at the library I took with me the first notebook at hand: a nice object, cherry-colored, flecked with white and bound in a black strip: A-Plus Notebook made by Eaton Paper Division of Textron. There inside were reminders of sloth or perhaps despair of idea — scattered notes for an unwritten article on George Gissing. Part of life, these notes, no different from a large bill in the morning, a Chinese dinner in the evening — real life, set aside like pennies in a dish.


  “This ink-stained world.”


  “The reading-public — oh, the reading public!” p. 200.


  And on p. 79 of New Grub Street, the terrible cry of: “Don’t be foolish, dear. What is to prevent your writing?” What is to prevent? What is to prevent?


  Sitting on the bench, awaiting the Back Issues, alongside a beautiful man. Write it down just as male authors write of “the haunting face across the room of a beautiful woman.”


  He is not an American, certainly not. His genealogy is filled with martyrs, black-eyed, black-haired oppressed peoples, mowed down, starved. Perhaps he comes from some hated minority booted about by an overbearing conqueror; an Armenian perhaps.


  The waits at the book desk are an extended intermission, like a queue at a betting place. No matter, quite a few are pleased to pass the time here in warmth, safety, quiet, and best of all in the chapel rectitude of merely “being at the library.” The pale green paper lampshades, replacing the old green glass, the worn gloss of the wooden tables, the expert sense of which number directs to the left and which to the right, the world-renowned card catalogue, the free slips of paper, the chutes into which they drop. This place is an occupation with its bits of skill and familiarity with the position of the lavatories.


  The beautiful man from the race of martyrs was dressed well enough in the style of modest indoor occupations. He was wearing a white shirt — out of step with the times there — a dark blue or black suit and a black tie. That was rather clerkly and hopeless for midday at Forty-second and Fifth — but see the lustrous black eyes, the tall, thin body, and the hard-edged perfection of nose, cheekbone, and chin. No surprise to observe the foreign, oppressed people’s patience in his sitting without sighs, without a crumpled newspaper. At last his number appeared and he received a large volume and the out-of-date quarterlies followed soon.


  At our different tables it was possible to see him slowly turning pages. The time passed, he left his place for a moment and I, slipping past the large book, made out the title: Nervous Diseases. Yes, yes, he is “nervous,” unhappy. There is something wrong with his mind and no one can tell him just what it is. He is in the Public Library researching his misery, his confusion, his sorrow.


  Diseases and litigious frenzies, tumors and fits, money owed and great corporations befouling an obscure, solitary person’s dreams: Forty-second and Fifth is the roost of these afflictions and who knows but what a great speckled egg of amelioration or revenge lies buried in the stacks or down in the basement of the seldom-called-for. The trouble is that abstract knowledge does not quite fit the personal case with its galling concreteness and its nasty distance from the universal. Con Edison will not refund, the old employer will never rehire, the ringing in the ear will not cease tolling out its dizzying suspicions.


  The Summer Issue. Who does not remember that it arrived when the besotted fall leaves were thick in the gutters, providing plenty of time for the unseasonal pages to lie upon the desk until January, when the Autumn Issue appeared in the mails?


  1964: “Our judgment of Hawthorne may have to be that he is not for us today, or perhaps not even tomorrow. He is, in Nietzsche’s phrase, one of the spirits of yesterday — and the day after tomorrow.”


  The dash ( — ) is beautiful. And with what grace it prepares for “and the day after tomorrow.”


  Now, where does the despised and rejected Armenian live and on what? That’s the question of Manhattan, isn’t it, for the darkly handsome and for the fair retiree of old American stock?


  Reviews of first novels and late novels, poems, stories from some who died young and some who ceased to write, suffering thereby lifelong as from a liver complaint. The touch of the Muse, brushing the cheek like a breeze one day in youth — beware.


  Now, here is a first novel, The Avalanches of Summer, by a young American, new as a fresh-born kitten, noticed by a critic now wearing as many medals as a Hohenzollern in honor of his notable, fearless displeasures. But wait. The critic finds this young novel brilliant, astonishing, an achievement of the highest sort, and more than that, more than anything to be hoped for, significant, actually about something.


  
    The climbers, who fall under the avalanche, are two young men and their girlfriends, creatures of postwar Germany, the land of restored opera houses and speeding demons on the Autobahn, a country glowing once more in the brightness of “Munich blue.” Their parents, survivors of a thousand cruel ambiguities, do not know that the ice will reach them at last, burying their children who are guilty only of a sporting holiday, the holiday of postwar German prosperity, with its hidden glaciers of guilty ice which no summer sun can melt.

  


  But where is the author and where is his novel? Sank without a trace, in the murderous phrase. What right, you might ask, has the monstrous sea of pages to engulf the young man as if he were a third-class passenger on the arrogant Lusitania, watching through the porthole, as he sank, the half-empty lifeboats? Of course it is always possible the critic’s pleasure unhinged him, but who can bear to think of the diseases of happiness?


  Many brilliant names on the magazine covers arousing a palsy of anticipation. The romance of names, as if one were to say, I met him at a party and that is how it started. Fall in love in the middle of a Winter Issue. Or suffer a disillusionment, make several telephone calls, as if to a doctor or a druggist, to ask: What do you make of that? My head aches from the wrong turning at the end.


  It’s only words, the druggist says.


  Worms?


  No, words.


  Spring Issue, 1958: “There remains the case of the forcibly Sovietized countries of Eastern Europe, whose plight we cannot recognize as definite.” That was good news for us of the anti-Stalinist left.


  At midafternoon the sun, slipping through the mist, made a bright stripe across the face of the handsome man. His skin had the sallow tintings of so many interesting peoples. But there was nothing of shah or sheikh or pasha in his black-suited diffidence. Perhaps just a shade of flirtatiousness that comes from life as a beauty and being noticed — a sort of lifting of the head.


  In another Back Issue a translation from the French:


  
    But novels are written by men and for men. In the eyes of God, Who cuts through appearances and goes beyond them, there is no novel, no art, for art thrives on appearances. God is not an artist. Neither is M. Mauriac.

  


  Appearances has several meanings. The face of the handsome foreigner is not to the point here.


  Nothing much to report about him. Activities at the library table have their dramatic limits. Nervous Diseases has been abandoned, pushed to the side. Now he seems to be writing a letter with its thoughtful pauses for reflection followed by a steady, rhythmical sweep across the sheet of paper.


  The pages of the purple or cherry-colored notebook ripple back to jottings about George Gissing. “He wanted home life and found a slattern.” That was Edith, the second Mrs. Gissing, the second fatality. Such a “selfish and coarse nature” he chose, even after his youthful marriage to the alcoholic prostitute, Nell, the best of the two. Nell died at thirty-one, and at last, at last, in a fearful scene, freezing in fever in her light dirty dress on a filthy, miserable bed. “The trade of the damned” appears as a quotation, but it is not about poor Nell; it is about Gissing at his writing desk or one of his writing characters.


  In the old magazines there are early opinions, what you might call thin ones, and now twenty or so years later the opinions of some have expanded like the size of the waistband.


  The advertisements on the back covers linger there like gossip. What was born that year that did not exist the year before? “I am inclined to believe that John Berryman’s 77 Dream Songs will in the long run be seen as more important than his brilliant Homage to Mistress Bradstreet.” — Allen Tate. Well, that was true. Across the board.


  No one in the public library today brings to mind the early John B. peering over his large, glinting eyeglasses from the stage of the YMHA, the temple of poetry readings. There he was then, spare, intense, and learned; there he was in a smart tweed jacket, there before the faithful girls of New York. High-style infatuation. In the vestibule where white wine completed the evening, the poet could be seen skating as if on one toe over the oil slick of questions, diverting away from his own lines to The Winter’s Tale and gorgeous Perdita, left to the wind and the waves, and the parenthetical paranoias of Leontes. Another evening. That’s what we’re here for, the filing cabinet of first and last performances.


  Of course you never know who is about in the library. The pretty, plump girl smiling like intelligence itself as she reads....Time to leave. Gather up the Gissing class-bloodied world, a clot of unsuccess. Leave the magazine essays and their seashell precocity.


  He too rose and there he is at the stairs and then again at the cloakroom. Outside a cold, heavy rain annoys hundreds who begin to scream for taxis even though there are none to be seen with the light on. But scream away just in case there has been an electrical shortage in the engine and half the cabs are indeed free. People from the street crowd under the narrow ledge of the Forty-second Street entrance. A fury of restless vexation addressed to the weather. High heels drown in the splash at the curb and the mean West Side wind from the Hudson blows about as carelessly as crime. Nothing special — just a skirmish with time, time as scarce as old shoe buckles for the busy and the idle.


  Think of the courage of the new Hotel Hyatt down the street at Grand Central. Millions and millions of dollars of faith, each dollar a pilgrim. The intrepid gleam of its brass and glass, its Alpine waterfall splashing over three long, flat concrete steps, and the pastoral, bay-windowed restaurant, cozy as a cottage garden, hanging over Forty-second Street. Down below our third world mysteries and wonders of bus exhausts, blowing garbage, and blind newsdealers to salute the Japanese. Fortunately they are accustomed to the Asiatic.


  And here is my man, unrolling a large black umbrella of genuine cloth. With his black cap of curls, his careful courtesy, he now has the look of a seminarian. As companions from the bookshelf and reading room, he holds the umbrella over my head and we begin to converse. People sometimes meet each other in the library, although that is not the romance of the noble building. It is not a suitable landscape for the enrichment of social experience, no. The single persons it claims are far too singular and the encounters struck up are likely to be as unfortunately surprising as the meeting of a homosexual and a detective in the subway toilets.


  After we agree that it is raining, he asks: Where do you live, you American?


  A reassuring accent, a nice, lilting, slightly askew knowledge of the language, the attractive flow of someone who has learned English abroad.


  I live here in Manhattan.


  Manhattan. More than a million and a half.


  We are each one of more than a million.


  What is the occupation of your life? he continues. A little rote learning in that perhaps. Once long ago I looked over the shoulder of a young man on a train in Europe in order to discover his Nervous Diseases, as it were. He was studying an English grammar, working on a sentence which read: “Can you tell me, sir, where I can purchase a pair of plus-fours?” So, a bit of plus-fours in the black beauty’s English.


  My occupation? I find myself occupied as a teacher.


  A pause, a brief, dry cough and then: Now, I am sad. In my other life I was a teacher. That was also my occupation in life and so we are engaged in a coincidence, you and I.


  What is your occupation in life now?


  And suddenly there in the freezing rain, the rain of a thousand annoyances not to be endured without multitudinous protests and curses of betrayal, the true black-suited man appeared. Whence cometh thou, new immigrant standing on the steps of the New York Public Library?


  I am Greek. In my black suit and black tie I work in a Greek restaurant tonight and every night except Sunday.


  The sad dark Greek in a dark Greek restaurant. Unfair, unfair, since it has been said time and time again that the quality of Greek light is one of the land’s greatest treasures.


  His is a family story, a condensation of history: Many of my relations, relatives — which is it, the word? — are here. My brother is driving a taxi. My aunt, one uncle, and two cousins are in the streets all day. They are occupied with selling Sabrett hot dogs. Down at the corner you will see a woman dressed in ten layers of clothing and standing in the rain. My mother’s sister and a very strong woman. But the Sabrett is not much in life, is it, would you say?...Still, I don’t know. It is a question for philosophers. You make a little list of this and that and the head becomes dizzy.


  Oh the Greeks in the Manhattan streets. One in felt boots, wrapped up like a mummy, showing her red, gap-toothed face, face like roughened hide with a bright hole in it. She moves her cart from the Fifty-ninth Street subway-station entrance, on down to Fifty-seventh, following the market. The thin, hawk-nosed seller outside the ABC building floats into my memory and mingles with the nerve-wrung Greek beside me.


  And the library with the people huddling to escape the rain seemed like an old monastery surrounded by beggars waiting for alms. Only we, the man and I, a prelate and a nun, stand under our papal umbrella.


  The restaurant?


  Just another ethnic. I like that word ethnic, Greek root, although I never heard it in my country. We have a belly dancer on the weekend. That’s Turkish, not Greek, but what’s the difference? Danse du ventre on Friday and Saturday. Most of the dancers are American. They say they are college girls. Can you tell me true if they are college girls?


  Probably not. Topless college girls. College call girls. Another question.


  I look up at the handsome Greek waiter and he smiles, showing perfect white teeth to complete his square, fleshless jaw. And what did he teach in Greece? Ah, he said, don’t be amused. It was English I taught. Of course my Greek education is not sufficient for a profession here, not sufficient in the least way. And I am finished back there, out of the system, because I got it in my head to come to the States.


  So, this man with his striking perfections has in his circle of choices become a whole. He is a completed form, awaiting the content of the future. Youth, foot over foot on the rungs of the ladder of the teaching bureaucracy, breathing the uncertain air of a respectable possibility. No getting drunk in taverns — and also a cautious purity perhaps, avoiding the trap of many children. Black plastic briefcase, the girdle of Adonis.


  The rain let up and down came the umbrella. I am off to the unspeakable restaurant, he said with a bow. And for me the crosstown bus braked to a stop on the corner of Sixth Avenue. And there he was talking with a woman standing under the Sabrett yellow-and-blue umbrella. She was standing like a thoughtful animal in its winter stall.


  No special surprise when he telephoned a few nights later, one teacher of English to another, the occupied and the disoccupied, bound together by one of our great public institutions. There was the question of his knowing my name and he said that it was found on a slip of paper left at the reading desk. It was his idea that the curious could discover what they wished.


  In accord with that it was possible to ask: If you taught English why aren’t you reading novels instead of Nervous Diseases?


  Novels? I can’t understand novels...no more than a sheep.


  Can you understand medical books?


  The one I was looking at had nothing to say about my condition in life. A disappointment.


  In the background there was the noise of the restaurant and he stopped now and then to speak aside in Greek.


  Explaining himself to me he said, in a matter-of-fact way apparently so clear and unalterable to him it was without regret: I don’t know anything about English culture. I just happened to be able to learn the language, like singing. Maybe it turned out to be a pity. A bad Greek fate. I am ignorant, deeply ignorant.


  Of course this admission made me trust him without reserve. No need to imagine harassment from such an abyss of self-examination.


  Also, I can’t talk about Seferis or Kazantzakis...or even Aeschylus.


  His correct Greek pronunciation bejeweled the already glittering consonants and vowels of the names of his countrymen. After a pause he said: Do not be disturbed. I am not fantastical. I have no fantasies.


  What a pity, the Mediterranean voyager.


  I have looked for him from time to time near the library. It would be nice to see him standing at the door, with the sun on his “classical” nose and all the storehouse of the Age of Pericles behind him in the dark vaults.


  At Easter I heard from him again and for the last time. He said he was getting married to a well-to-do Greek American who came as a customer to the restaurant.


  Oh, the bitch.


  It turned out that “well-to-do” was the result of a divorce settlement. I said: Watch out. She may have to give that up if she marries again.


  He said, no, his understanding was that she was well-to-do from a lump sum. And he asked if that was the correct phrase and I said yes, a lump sum was quite acceptable.


  And what will you do when you have married the lump sum?


  He said: I will speak English to it.


  That is all about my Greek exile, now a New Yorker, all about one of those “incomplete, sensitive men,” as the phrase has it in my Gissing notes. Such notes and phrases and quotations all day long attach themselves to real people like a handshake.


  I think of him when I hear the wheels of the hot-dog cart pushing up the street early in the morning, pushing all the way it now seems to me from a Greek village to midtown Manhattan, and with no amazement at what, covered with boiled onions or mustard, we will eat for breakfast.


  I will remember him in the conservative black and white so well suited to a displaced martyr, a teacher of English. Not the heart to imagine the bright closet of turtleneck jerseys and zippered jackets he may be wearing out there in Queens, known as the borough of cemeteries.


  And the Back Issues pile up in front of and behind experience, wedging the sandwich of real life in between. Pages are existence and the eye never stops on its lookout for the worm, the seed, the fish beneath the water, the next meal.


  It is summer now and yesterday I crashed into a tree in order to avoid a deer on a June morning so foggy the deer perhaps thought it was dusk. An unusual happening, a drama, terrible, a trauma. But in the evening my injured shoulder and the awesome closeness to death gave way. A Back Issue from England, one of a month or so ago, told me that in France the population had in a hundred years risen by 25 percent but “the number of art students from 1,000 to 191,600.” The conclusion was that “such numbers lead to devaluation.” An interesting idea, displacing for a time shoulder, deer, death, and, in our creative usage, my “totaled” car.


  1981


  


  On the Eve


  On the loveliest of winter mornings in New York City, un enfant de siècle, nearly fifty years old, is walking with a brisk, almost military, purposefulness down Broadway. The clean cold air and the pale blue sky are the best the city has to offer and all the millions who have never held a golf club, ridden a horse, or skied in the mountains have reason to be thankful.


  He, Ackermann, moves along with a sort of athleticism of the brain, a refreshing jog of ideas, and a bit of concern for the future of his lungs and arteries. Health is not always easy to maintain because he is living in the gold of his middle age. Cream sauces at the banquet table, the velvet of sofas on Park Avenue, the roller-coaster elevators in the Waldorf Towers — and Washington, Washington itself. Nevertheless he is impressive as he goes down the blowsy street like a commandant of the regiment with a burning smile, posture erect, medals gleaming. And if his pace is interrupted by the arrogant fleetness of truant youth or the stumbles of shabby old people — no matter.


  What is the purpose of your life, Ackermann?


  Ah, the parts do not describe the whole, dear interviewer. This life at the desk, in the lecture hall and the magazines, the meetings, the opinions, groupings, alliances, friends and enemies — enemies, there’s always that.


  Ackermann is a teacher, a writer, and a critic. Indeed a critic, one of the unfraternal nest of barn owls, men and women, similar, some of the wounded say, to a species known as “nightjars” for their confident, high-pitched cries.


  There is more to Ackermann than that. He is a neoconservative, something of a hero of the counterrevolution; and handsome as a minor film star with his strong head and coarse curly hair.


  He is nearing West Seventy-second Street. Every rock and rill is known to him. Here lie the cataracts, the grazing field, the mountainous landscape of his political passage. He has roamed these woods as a boy in the West Nineties, lived until a few years ago on Riverside Drive amid the azaleas and forsythia and the speeding of drunken powerboats on the Hudson and the heraldic neon markings of the castles of the Palisades. Here are the shards of his youthful liberal clichés, the chopped-off carrot tops of his adversary assumptions, the shriveled balloons of his generation’s elated predictions of capitalist catastrophe.


  Ackermann is writing a memoir, a political autobiography full of messages as blunt and demanding as those of the prophets to the house of Ahab. And yet he wishes it to be here and there nostalgic and poetical since he is first and last a student of literature and, like a Slavophile of the last century, mystical in his native fervors, his passionate, dream-tossed Americanism.


  He nears the Hotel Ansonia, a declining Parisian beauty, sun-spangled on the upper windows. And this he knows also from his violin lessons, this bit of old New York, as we might call the building’s eighty years of solfeggios in the mornings, tenors assaulting the crystal chandeliers with their menacing exhalations, Steinways decorated with the framed, incomparable faces, saying, “To my young competitor with the good wishes of Josef Hofmann,” and “All the best, Elisabeth Rethberg.”


  Outside the Fairway Market, plump oranges and pink-cheeked grapefruit in the bins, and as he stands in the line to buy an apple he feels the breath of opinion on his back.


  The trouble is.


  The death penalty’s too good for.


  I’m telling you.


  They ought to.


  Luminous day. In the gutters a litter of appeals for fortune-telling, massage, keep missiles out of Europe, hands off Nicaragua. Not a person on the street, not a vendor, not a West Side woman protesting gentrification in the midst of the resistant stasis of Broadway — not a one who didn’t want to run the country.


  Little new, little new. This world was a dusty old pocket with the zipper stuck. A field of corn, a ranch in the hills, a flagpole on the lawn, a barbecue were as alien as a Wampanoag Indian. As who knew better than he who had walked the trail back home from his new co-op in the East Eighties, a cool and courteous dwelling that had an effect upon Ackermann and his wife like that of having gone on a successful diet.


  He is on the West Side to honor a family duty. In no way a martyrdom. Family feeling was alive in Ackermann’s soul and there was hardly a day that some stray motion or thought did not cause him to grieve for his mother and father. His father with his troubled heart died when he was sixty-two years old and three years later, without warning, his mother collapsed with a stroke that took her away in three days. For them Ackermann had gone to the University of Chicago when he was fifteen and, looking back, he believed it was for them that he once imagined himself a novelist who would honor their superb reasonableness, touched with melancholy, which illuminated the boredom of his adolescence.


  Here he is in the apartment of his sister, Miriam, the last of his parents’ offering to fortune, Ackermann’s flesh and blood, if “nothing in common.” With a filial sympathy he approaches his sister’s presence, the predictable rush of her being. And certainly everything is predictable, in tune. Miriam is nicely recovering from pneumonia, wearily complaining of the country’s health care, the cost of things, the hot summer just past, the determination of the building’s owner to evict the old rent-controlled tenants.


  Ackermann: Tenants are not rent-controlled. Apartments are rent-controlled.


  Miriam is propped up in a very large lascivious bed, topped with bolsters, large pillows, and small pillows ready for the accommodation of her unruly dreams. Her thick, wavy “Ackermann” hair falls about her shoulders. Cigarettes fill the night tables on the left and the right, tables cluttered with wineglasses, a bottle here and there, a stray saucer, as if at the end of a meal. A week’s pile of The New York Times lies nearby on the floor. The room retains the sweetish scent of the fever and flush of pneumonia — or perhaps it is the fume of a large box of chocolates on the bureau.


  Some forbearance is necessary on Ackermann’s part and little, if any, on Miriam’s since she does not take in much about her brother’s last years. His travels, consultations, his dominating position on two conservative foundations, his acquaintance with the president, his books and articles. In Miriam’s view everyone in New York is writing, being consulted, going places, meeting famous people. She herself has worked on television political documentaries and has spoken more than once with generals of the Vietnam War, officials of the NAACP, leaders of the women’s movement, brain surgeons, sociologists from Harvard. In her view, the city is the fast track for one and all.


  The one vexing advantage of her brother’s life had taken place long ago. Their father, a professor of geography at Queens College, had taken the teenage son to all sorts of places: to Africa, Portugal, and South America. This Miriam saw as a deprivation to herself since the places appeared in her documentaries and it might have been useful for her to say: No, no, in Upper Volta French is spoken. We’ll need translators on that spot. Even now she will shake her head and say: The third world didn’t rub off on you.


  Ackermann: Miriam, there is no such thing as the third world.


  Miriam is haphazard indeed. Her brother, in kindly if sometimes fatigued reflection, sees her as a burrowing, frizzy-haired troglodyte of the 1940s. She is late for every appointment, wandering in attention, has lost out at the TV station, and as for ideas, those veins in the very rock of character, she is blithely fond of Castro, the Sandinistas, gays, blacks, welfare clients, and as routinely and naturally as applying lipstick and mascara in the morning. To all these matters she gives a distracted nod, as if voting in a large assembly.


  For the rest, her main project, as she calls it, is her sluggish affair with a married man whom she doesn’t much like and who does not appear to be pressingly keen on her. She is, of course, long separated from her husband, a man of great sentimentality who maintains her in her scattered independence.


  The phone rings and Miriam raises her hand like a traffic cop. Let it go. It is either Ethel or Harry or Duane or Jimmy or Joan.


  Miriam’s life is a large canvas of nymphs and satyrs, matrons and courtiers, and her conversation about them is an innocent, diffused commentary like something coming through earphones.


  A. is having her first child at forty-one, not married. Amniocentesis O.K. A girl.


  B. came home one night and she had packed all his underwear in a large army footlocker and put a three-pound padlock on it.


  C., a Bolivian, has vanished from his post at the UN, is planning to take a new name and set himself up as a dress designer.


  Now she begins to cry and at the same time to drink from a cold cup of coffee beside the bed. Her children, off on their own, great kids and a real mess. With an almost scriptural regularity she checks off the ordained rhythms of her life. Feckless children, uncertain income, boring husband, and recalcitrant lover. And yet large plants by the windows flourish in their dry soil, copper pans choose to gleam in the slanting sunlight of the kitchen, the framed Ben Shahn “Ban the Bomb” poster year by passing year comes to look quite valuable.


  A blue bowl filled with lemons, sheaves of wheat on the wallpaper. Around the disorderly Miriam there is an eruption of fertility, the sensuality of a feathered slipper, a band of satin. She is in her nest — husband gone, children fled, and her domain is perfume, cosmetics, and mirrors, closets and drawers rich with stockings, bathing suits, a bit of fur.


  Miriam rises in a spring-flowered robe from her amorous bed. She has the family beauty and her large eyes are now as clear as water. She is ready to be very busy. Busy is sometimes a sigh and then again a mystery, a secret, and the urban clocks tick away fatefully.


  At the door she says: This building is not falling down. It’s worth a fortune. All he wants is profit.


  Ackermann decides against rebuttal and for a moment the two of them, brother and sister, are framed by the open oak door and brass knocker, beneath the Corinthian leaves of the handsome, not quite tidy, hallway. With their strong noses and arched brows they might be Venetians of the sixteenth century.


  Ackermann is out on the street once more, roaming in the globe of his times. A large and challenging cosmos it is with catastrophic Bolshevik birds of the north flying in formation from the snow-clad top of the world; and the rash, overheated mosquito continent of Central America; and the beleaguered orange groves of Israel, the ever-brooding and breeding Palestinians, and here and there small populations fat with conceit; and the echoing Middle West, East Coast, South and Middle Atlantic. To hold positions is to fight a duel at every dawn and not with some rubber-booted terrorist creeping out of the forest but with a bright-eyed Vulcan thundering on TV. Oh, ye hypocrites.


  In the distance he sees a terrible figure of solitude approaching him. It is like a celestial accident dispersing the statistics and probabilities of existence in a city of almost twelve million. Five minutes, two minutes, two seconds, a happy crossing to the other side and this unwelcome apparition coming toward him would himself be only a statistic. No escape from the distracted ally in the battle, a fair-faced thinker, wrinkled and yet glittering with an inner fire fed by the kindling of notions.


  His name is A. Stanford Hamilton, the A standing for Alexander. No volatile financial or political genes remained from the two-hundred years’ passage through many respectable bloodstreams. This Hamilton is in a worn tweed coat and red muffler. With his thin eagle nose, his inward smile, skin white as bread, he is a battered icon among the sallow citizens from hot islands or from the cold huts of Baltic ports. His is a story of the failed bourgeoisie, of polite Anglo-Saxon clapboard mansions fallen from hope, of ancestral oaks of a depressing unfruitfulness.


  Hamilton has written a few things soon forgotten. Short they were, book reviews and essays whose existence on earth ruled his future like a bad omen in a fairy tale. He could go neither forward nor backward nor in another direction. Sometimes, as Ackermann has reason to know, a hasty, hortatory, satiric sketch reared up and was struck down by silence. These messages lay in the files, in the drawers of small magazines, lay there gathering dust because the editor could not undertake the refusal of a lost friend.


  Hamilton appears at conservative meetings and panel discussions and in the open forums sits in the front rows with his crooked, knowing smile and gives off somehow the intense glitter of his roiling disconnections. A treasured, carefully reared little boy, grown old, cast adrift.


  So, how’s it going? A lachrymose and yet fraternal lift to the question.


  Hamilton is the possessor of an inchoate originality. The sequence of his thoughts is quite simple and therefore peculiar. Some years back he had found in himself a sort of vegetative conservatism, something he came upon in his diggings, like the struggling stump of a briar rose in a neglected garden. He fell in love with the capitalist “theorem,” as he called it, because of the philosophical beauty of the way foods and goods came into New York City each morning. Oranges from Florida, hamburger from the Middle West, avocados from California, dresses from Milan, lumber from Canada, crackers from Sweden, and soup mix from Switzerland.


  This distributive astonishment augments to the miracle of immense corporations circling the globe, overseeing like a schoolmistress a random class of automobiles, wheat, hides, medicines, tractors. Computers and jams, shoes and fountain pens combining in one company name on the stock exchange struck him as a phenomenon of Euclidean beauty. To that he added a deep scholarly interest in the tragic fall of overreaching individuals in the drama of commerce and finance. Kruger, Richard Whitney, Bernard Cornfield lived out their destiny in an Aeschylean mode.


  So, how’s it going? Ackermann quickens his pace and now he and Hamilton are treading the cement together. Hurrying along, Hamilton offered in a tone of secret information the details of all the attacks Ackermann and his kind had received in magazines and newspapers in the last months. D.’s review was puzzling, was it not? And then he commended the reciprocating attacks, some subtly hidden and some forthright.


  The lances and steeds of the battlefield, the flags, the ambush from the hills, the counterattack on the sleeping troops under a pale moon rise up in his discourse and carry Hamilton high above the unremarkable buildings, the noise of the buses, and the terror of the crossings. The crowds, the shops with their anxious clerks behind locked doors, machines grinding carrots, oranges, and papayas vibrated in the sunlight. The world was spinning on its axis and some spectacular mercantile power was reigning with the serene command of Michelangelo’s great curled and bearded Almighty.


  Ackermann at last kindly touches the tweed shoulder, faces his ally with a now-cramped smile, and hails a cab. Out of the back window as he moves away, he can see Hamilton standing alone in the heart of the metropolis. A lonely offspring of old New York, or old Boston, or old Connecticut: the Eastern establishment with all the gloss ground down to a white powder which now is blown about mercilessly by a sudden vicious wind from the Hudson.


  The blue sky remains, the friendly winter atmosphere prevails, and Miriam and Hamilton leave the stage as the taxi makes its way across Central Park by means of the growls of a surly black driver. Ackermann has the day and evening free and more than that he is to be alone for ten days and the idea is that he will write and write when he is not occupied with the many calls on his attention.


  What times these are. His wife is a sociologist and a commentator on the affairs of women, the family, day care, sex, and much more. At this moment she is in Sweden attending a conference. It is her intention to offer her audience a number of arresting thoughts. She plans to say: the most discriminated-against person in the United States is the talented white male. This statement with its clear rhythms and daunting novelty is flying across the North Atlantic with the stunning velocity of the century’s inventive spirit.


  Madison Avenue — a feline thoroughfare with goods and mirrors meant to intimidate bone and flesh. A scourging idealism, a snarling transcendence watched over by clerks as insolent as the pet eunuchs of a sultan. The feminization of taste lightly troubles Ackermann, even if it is as old as history itself. Monarchical wigs, ruffs, lace handkerchiefs in a fop’s sleeve, and now very young girls in fedoras and frontier belt buckles. Cross-dressing, androgyny: a mine of significations in the streets and on the bodies. The new AT&T cathedral — an aesthetic of the recession? Or the spacious, arched mouth of the recovery? As a conservative, Ackermann is no less an aesthetician than he was as a more or less Marxist young man.


  Yesterday composing his memoir he had risen like a kite above the exposition, risen to explore an interstice of his experience of the national life.


  “Spoiled, beguiling girls, all was to be yours by divine right. Starved, rich American girls with shoulder blades like the points of sabers....”


  Ackermann has in mind here a small, brown-skinned girl, Joanna, an heiress, a minor heiress descending in a wayward line from early natural-gas pioneers. He is aware of a green patch of feeling for Joanna and for their brief love affair ten years ago. Ring the downstairs bell, wait, climb the stairs of the brownstone, enter the small, neat apartment, see the freesia in a white vase, hear the ice crackling in the glass, listen to Harold in Italy, watch the bare feet in the lamplight near the bed...


  On the avenue the restaurants are snoozing in the afternoon lull, in the florist shops what appear to be frozen tulips from Holland hold up their heads, polished antiques sit in sedate arrangements, decorated porcelains unfaded and unchipped by the dust cloths and soapsuds of a century patiently await their destiny. The sky begins to cloud over in a sudden metamorphosis of intention. The word, snow, appears in the drift of voices.


  In front of a fashionable bookshop, glossy jackets and black type, new novels and stories. Too many, Ackermann believes, about laid-back young adults, husbands in pickup trucks, drinking beer and driving across the country in flight from not one but two wives and various children; too many inward, hypochondriacal reveries. In the last year he has written a long essay on these fictions and the toil of it, the vehemence of his adjectives make the glowing reds and blues and the patent-leather gloss of those he has censured almost an affront.


  Wasn’t it Kant who understood that when we say “in my opinion,” we mean instead, “all men able to judge will agree”?


  Joanna lingers in his thoughts — the sweet, little nut-brown face and the memory of their picturesque secret life, of excursions at twilight. If he were to meet her, she would say: What is your story? Where have you been? Dear Joanna has a mind fixed like a footprint in cement. The ACLU, the Sierra Club, Committee for an Effective Congress, Planned Parenthood. She is shy as a nun but there was her face in a recent copy of The Village Voice. Joanna in the shrieking bowels of Penn Station, trying to persuade a homeless woman to go off to a shelter. An outrageous beauty Joanna is, a skinny phantom in the steaming glare of the station.


  At the end of the afternoon Ackermann is at home once more. Solitude, quiet. He plays back his telephone messages for the day. Snow is falling softly outside the window where he stands with a drink, dreaming. Theatricality is not out of place for one who has in the last decade experienced an unexpected U-turn in his thoughts. Where have I been? Sometimes he thinks of himself as having set out in an oxcart across the plains or he is one who set sail in a leaky boat in search of the mouth of the Mississippi.


  Joanna, shall I tell you about old D., ragged as a Zouave after a skirmish, and his compendium of New Deal and Fair Deal bacteria swimming in the naive blood of America? Something like that, only drier, more suitable to intimate discourse, but still colorful and affecting. Or his own private vision on the road?


  In Miami in 1972, at the time of the Republican Convention he stood at the dinner hour outside the Fontainebleau Hotel and watched the delegates and their families, modest Republicans, unworldly and very boring, he thought. Strangers. They were wearing outfits of red, white, and blue, dresses and hats and shoes bought in the department stores of middle-sized cities. While he was standing there a girl rushed up to the front of the hotel and took off her clothes. She stood there turning like a model, giving her message. The people stared in confusion, in silence. They were seeing it at last — the sixties. Ackermann decided at that moment to vote for Nixon. He published his intention and thus his new life, far from the instructing old thinker and the abashed red, white, and blue citizens, began.


  The hospitable evening skyline, a tempest of incandescent meteors. Ackermann cannot see the culminating stars of the sky-city to the south of him, but surely a white light shines in the Empire State tower and the squares of private life on high floors are a glamorous zodiac of bulls, crabs, lions, goats, and virgins. Below him men and women suddenly appear in country boots and jackets and release their steamy breath like horses in pasture. Dogs on leashes leap to the snow and in the window across from him a large cat questions its fate.


  It is time to remember things left unfinished, the heartfelt boyish duplicity of sudden loves, romances lightly erased so that their traces remain on the calendar of promiscuous memory.


  Once, exaggerating, expanding, and also censuring, he told his wife, Donna, of his brief love for Joanna. Donna, small, quick, and decisive, with a beelike cleverness generally quite consoling, gave him a friendly, diminishing glance and said, That’s O.K. But that’s enough.


  That’s enough? So, in love he was a mere spot; out of love he could be what he liked, a writer, a thinker, an imposing person, parent of two hardworking goddess daughters, one in medical school, one in law school. He could be Donna herself — and that is marriage.


  But here is the snowy night, die Winterreise, the solitude and sleepy nostalgia, the down of memories, the years shuffling away, the dust of youth. Everywhere people in bars and restaurants are behaving, under the eye of the waiter, with an insinuating politeness quite agreeable and interesting. Many are laying out their biography in patterns: first this and then that and all that is neither this nor that.


  At eleven o’clock Ackermann in suede boots and fleece-lined coat, looking like a farmer out to inspect the barn, gets into a taxi and tells the driver to go to Penn Station. With Joanna he will rescue a homeless lady. Yes, he will be coming in from Princeton, a traveler pacing homeward in the station. And she will say finally, Where have you been and what’s happened to you?


  The station is awful, an unsuitable rendezvous. Most of the kiosks are masked by metal bands as gray as sleet, the record shops have stilled their hoarse invitations. Only a few taverns and one big magazine stand are awake in the unswept gloom.


  He sees a woman propped up against the wall. She is faithful to type, being a human bundle surrounded by unfathomable lumps of treasure. Her face is covered by a scarf and she sleeps like an ethnographic item shipped in the hold from Calcutta. He listens to the horse hooves of the subway; his eye sweeps up and down the cavern and he does not discover the angel of hope, Joanna.


  Outside, a midnight Thirty-fourth Street. A marauding emptiness; shaved heads of dummies in Macy’s windows. The end of the day. It is over and the snow falling on these streets is gray and dull, as if it had picked up ash on its passage across the city. All he meets as he waits for a cab is a transvestite in a muskrat coat, hobbling home on sequined heels.


  1983


  


  Shot: A New York Story


  She, zona, went along the avenues of the East Side of Manhattan, turned up the brownstone side streets of the Seventies and the Nineties on the way to the houses of her group. Once there, she would iron shirts, untangle the vacuum, and at times would be called to put on her black uniform and pass the smoked salmon curling on squares of pumpernickel at cocktail parties. Occasionally, one of the group might see Zona racing up Madison Avenue in the late evening, passing swiftly by the windows where the dresses and scarves and jewelry stood or lay immobile in the anxious night glitter of the high-priced. Zona would, of course, be making her way home, although not one of her people was certain just where that home might be. Somewhere in the grainy, indivisible out-there: area code 718, and what did that signify — the Bronx, Queens? She was tall, very thin; in her black coat, her thick black hair topping her black face, she seemed to be flying with the migratory certainty of some wide-winged black bird.


  Her rushing movements were also noticeable about the house. She flew with the dust cloth — swish, swish, swish over the tabletops and a swipe at the windowsills; a splash here and there in the sink; a dash to recover the coat of a not quite sober cocktail guest. Yet, for all this interesting quickness of hand and foot, she was imperturbable, courteous, not given to chatter. And she was impressive; yes, impressive — that was said about Zona. A bit of the nunnery about her, black virgin from some sandy Christian village on the Ivory Coast. So you might say, in a stretch.


  A decorator; a partner in an old-print shop; a flute player, female; and a retired classics professor, who liked to sit reading in a wheelchair. To him, Zona would say: Up, up, move, move, and he might spring to his feet or he might not. Such was Zona’s group. She had been passed along to them by some forgotten homesteader, perhaps the now dead photographer from Life, who took her picture and used it in a spread on Somalia. These random dwellers did not see much of each other, but each had passed through the sponge of Manhattan, where even a more or less reclusive person like the professor had a bulky address book filled with friends, relatives, window washers, foot doctors, whatever — a tattered memorial with so many weird scratches and revisions it might have been in Sanskrit.


  It was at the decorator’s apartment that the messenger first stopped. Tony’s was a place on the first floor of a brownstone in the Seventies — a more or less rent-controlled arrangement, since the owner, an old lady, did not want to sell and did not want to fix anything: a standoff. Except for leaks and such matters, Tony was content to do up his own place in his own manner. And a neat number it was, if always in transition, since he bought at auction, tarted the stuff up with a bit of fabric, and sold to his clients, when he had clients. Freelance, that’s what he was. A roving knight available for hire. But, even if his sofa had disappeared, Tony had his rosy walls in a six-coat glaze, and a handsome Englishy telescope that stood in a corner, a tôle chandelier done in a leaf design of faded greens and reds, and lots of things here and there. But not too many.


  It was near the end of a nice autumn day when his doorbell rang. Lovely September air, and gather it while ye may, for tomorrow in New York a smoky heat could move across the two rivers and hang heavy as leather on your eyebrows. Tony, at the sound of the bell, looked through the peephole and saw before him a young black face, not very black, almost yellow. His mind rushed to accommodate the vision, and, talking to himself, even doing a little dance, he went through his inner dialogue. Ring the bell, open the door. You-have-got-to-be-kidding. This is New York, fella....And so on. Nevertheless, curiosity had its power, and when a finger from the great city touched the bell once more, Tony called out in as surly and as confident a tone as he could summon, What’s up?


  There was a pause, and the young caller answered in a fading voice. He said: From Zona.


  Whoa. Come again. Not in a million years could anyone make up the name of Zona and present it on Tony’s doorstep under a rare blue-pink sky. Tony looked again through the opening. From Zona was wearing a tangerine-colored jacket, he noticed. Not bad. The latchkey lay near at hand, and with it in his pocket Tony stepped out on the stoop, closing the door behind him, and there they were, the two of them.


  The young man shifted uneasily and it fell to Tony to proceed like a busy interpreter at court. From Zona, are you? And there was a nod. Zona? Now here’s a coincidence. I had a few friends in the other night. Not many — about six, nothing special. But I could have used a little class in the presentation, you know how it is, and that made me think of Zona right away, but no answer from her. Tony took in the handsome, young, light-skinned face, with its black, black eyes and black, black oily curls. So what is your errand?


  Zona passed away. That was the message from the slim youth, about fifteen in Tony’s arithmetic.


  Zona passed away. You mean dead?


  Passed away, the young man repeated, leaving Tony to meet the challenge of whatever was in order — information, emotion? I call that downright horrible news, he said. Such a wonderful person, a gem of a person, Zona. You sure have my sympathy, for what it’s worth.


  And then, as they stood on the steps, Tony now braced on the iron railing, a car alarm went off. A loud, oppressive, rhythmical whine, urging, Help, help! When at last it came to an abrupt, electronic end, Tony said: Be my witness. There’s not a soul on that side of the street, not a soul when it went off and not a soul there now.


  It’s like the wind sets them off, the boy offered.


  Very good, Tony said. Very good. They remind me of a screaming brat, spoiled, nothing wrong, just wanting attention. Something like that. Rotten, screeching Dodge or Plymouth or whatever it is.


  The young man gave a hesitant smile before settling back into silence.


  Well, business is business, and Tony gathered himself together and asked with true sweetness: What can I do for you, sir?


  We’re not able to make arrangements for Zona. The young man shifted and brought his doleful countenance up to meet Tony’s eyes, with their flashing curiosity blinking bright in the pleasant sun.


  Tony held fast to the railing. I want very much to do something for Zona, he said. And he found himself adding, like a parson, Zona who did so much for us.


  The afternoon was retreating; schoolboys and schoolgirls, women with groceries, nurses with prams. Family life and double-parked maintenance trucks of electricians, pipe fitters, floor sanders taking off for the boroughs. Such sad news you have brought to my door, Tony said. And unfortunately I cannot meet the news as I would like. Consolation, all that. I don’t have any cash around just now....Maybe I could write you a check somehow or send something later.


  Checks are hard to handle, the caller said, to which Tony replied with emphasis: You are telling me.


  In truth, Tony didn’t have any money. As he often expressed it: I don’t have any money to speak of, and have you ever thought what a silly phrase that “to speak of” is? Tony didn’t have any money. What he had were debts, piling up as they always did, month after month after month. Nothing ever seemed to place him ahead. Ahead? Not even in balance. When he got paid for a job or sold something, by the time the payment came through he owed most of it.


  He borrowed from his friends, had borrowed from his sister until that source dried up in a ferocious finale. When reproached or reminded of a default, Tony was something grand to see and to hear. He attacked the lender and carried on with tremendous effrontery, often weeping in his rage. I don’t need you to tell me that I owe you money. Don’t you think I know that? Do I have to sit here and tell you that damned money is on my mind day and night? And then, in a change of pace, he would crumble, or appear to do so. Listen, I’ve been having a really rough time. Just now. This wonderful United States economy is in a god-awful mess. Right down there in the mud, as I see it. Or haven’t you had reason to notice? You have no idea what borrowing is like, Tony would go on in an aggrieved tone. I hope you never have to go through it yourself, believe me. Borrowing from friends is the worst of it. Sheer hell on earth. Better Con Ed and the phone company after you every day, better than a friend out there waiting...With the utilities and all that, there are thousands in the same shitty hole. Those companies don’t know you, wouldn’t know you on the street, thank God. But with pals, it’s torture on the rack.


  Take it easy, Tony. Calm down. Everything will work out — and such was the end of that bit of troublesome arrears. Settled.


  Autumn leaves lay in damp clumps along the curbs. Some of them still struggling to be yellow and red as they fell from faraway trees and were somehow carried into the treeless streets. Thinking of autumn leaves brought Tony’s mind to the first vodka of the evening. It was time to step back through the door with its polished brass knocker in the shape of a lion’s head. Time for his little bar alcove and zinc sink encased in pine, his American Back Porch period; time to get ice from the Sub-Zero, High-Tech period. It was time to relax, watch the evening news and, after that, Hard Copy or A Current Affair. But the lovers didn’t know the wife was waiting! That sort of problem.


  Poor Zona, he said. I’d give the old eyeteeth to help you out. I really would, believe me. I know what you folks are going through, but things are a little tight with me at this point in time. That is, right now.


  Tony was from Memphis. It had long been understood by him and his world in New York that he had a special sort of down-home, churchgoing way with black people. Perhaps he did, with his loquacity, curiosity, good humor — when he wasn’t in a rage. There were, indeed, some occasions when he was more “Southern” than others.


  The financial aspect of the transaction on the stoop in the East Seventies seemed to have blown away to rest elsewhere, like the leaves. This resolution, if you could call it that, left Tony free to ask: What’s your name, fella?


  My name is Carlos.


  Carlos, is it? A bit out of the way to my ear. But then I don’t know just where Zona got her name, either. And you might ask how I come to be Tony, like an Italian. Never laid eyes on one till I was your age.


  That went by without interference, and Tony prepared for a retreat. Zona was a fine person, a special individual. Kind of a lady in her bearing. Of the old school, as they say. And how old was she? No time for that now. Time for the zinc-sink folly. He directed Carlos to another of Zona’s group when he saw the young man looking at what appeared to be a list.


  Check out Joseph, he said. But don’t turn up before seven. He works. As a goodbye offering for Carlos, Tony went into his act, accent and all. Joseph’s a good ole boy. And, just between us, he’s got pigs at the trough, chickens scootin’ round the yard, hay in the barn, and preserves in the cellar. Definitely not hungry, if you get my drift.


  Carlos bowed his head and made his way down the stoop. Now, Tony wondered, just what was I going on about? Carlos, not even Southern, for God’s sake. But, Southern or not, he called out to the disappearing tangerine back, God bless!


  Inside, double-locked, vodka in hand, he rang up Joseph and gave a synopsis and foretold the boy’s visit.


  What did Zona die of? Joseph wanted to know.


  Don’t ask me. Just passed away.


  At seven-fifteen the elevator man called Joseph’s apartment and said that a young man named Zona wanted to be brought up, and Joseph said, Bring him up. It was an awful moment at the door, with the young man saying, Zona passed away.


  Yes, I know. Tony rang me. It’s very sad news indeed. I’ve known Zona for fifteen years. A long time for New York, I guess.


  Joseph worked in a distinguished print shop on Madison Avenue, a shop owned by a distinguished dealer, a Jewish refugee from Germany. Joseph himself was a second-generation Jewish refugee from Germany. He had been brought up in America by his parents, who left Germany in the mid-1930s, went first to England and then to New York. They left with some of their family money, and in New York the father became a successful accountant and the mother trained with Karen Horney and went into practice as a therapist. The parents died and did not leave Joseph penniless, even if what had seemed a lot in the 1970s didn’t seem much at all now.


  He had studied history and French at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, a happy place for him, which confirmed his parents’ notion that young persons of foreign birth should experience the country outside New York. Several years after graduation, he married a Michigan girl and they came to the city, where he learned the old-print business from the Master. It was not long before the Michigan girl found life too old-print — too German and all that. For Joseph the marriage seemed mysteriously to dissolve, but his bride used the word “disintegrate” with unflattering fervor. She took some of Joseph’s inheritance and left Joseph with his natural sentimentality and diffidence increased. She left him also in some way frightened, even though cheerfulness was his outward aspect and went handily with his stocky, plumpish figure.


  Joseph was wearing a black suit, a shirt of blue stripes, and a black tie. Business wear, except that he was in his socks. The therapeutic walk of twenty blocks up Madison Avenue had taken its toll on his feet, as he explained to Carlos. He invited the young man into a study off the living room, where there was a large desk. Here Joseph planned to talk to Carlos and to write out a check in honor of Zona. Of course it was a difficult meeting, since Joseph lacked Tony’s chattering, dominating intimacy with every cat and dog and beggar (Sorry, man, out of change) on the street.


  Please be at ease. Uh, Carlos, isn’t it? Be at ease, Joseph said. And he sent the young man to sink into an old leather chair. Here in this dark cubicle, with the desk taking up most of the space and books on the floor, Joseph switched on the lights dug into the ceiling. Under the not entirely friendly illumination, the face of Carlos was a warm, light brown, the color of certain packing envelopes. With his eyes a swim of black and his oily black curls, Carlos looked like a figure in a crowded painting of some vivid historical scene, a face peering over the gleaming shoulders of white bodies, a face whose presence would need to be interpreted by scholars. Joseph found himself lost in this for a moment or two but could not name the painting, if any, that he was trying to recall.


  No, no, he said. This is going too fast. No hurry, no hurry. He led Carlos into the kitchen and brought forth a bottle of Pellegrino. They took their glasses and Joseph had the idea of showing Carlos around the flat. In a mournful voice, he said: Carlos, this was Zona’s place.


  The apartment was on the overstuffed side, like Joseph himself. It had been done by Tony, and that was the cause of their meeting. Tony’s contributions were window drapery that rolled up in a scalloped pattern, a sofa in something that looked like tapestry and ended in a band of fringe around the bottom — those and the recessed ceiling lights. For the rest, there was a mahogany dining table, with six heavy high-backed chairs spread around the three rooms. The bedroom had a suite done in an ivory color with a lot of gilt on its various components, a dated bunch of pieces coldly reigning amidst the glossy white walls.


  While the apartment was being renovated, Joseph had announced that he didn’t intend to buy any large pieces, because he had his mother’s things in storage. Tony rolled his eyes and said: A catastrophe lies ahead. And, not long after, he came face-to-face with the accumulation of objects as heavy and strong, and spread around as helplessly, as old, dull-eyed mammoths. Tony blew a smoke ring at Joseph and exclaimed: I wouldn’t believe it. It’s wonderful. Park Avenue Early Jewish!


  He wanted everything sent off to Tepper’s auction house. Estate sale, Joseph. Estate sale. Joseph was taken with a fit of sentimental stubbornness, and most of the loot remained. Sometimes, when friends came around, he would smile, wave his arm about, and say, Here you have it. Early Jewish. Of course, he had his prints, his library, his silver, some old clocks. And he had Zona, whom he seldom saw, but whose presence in his life was treasured. Her hours, once a week, with a single gentleman out of the house, unlike the freelance Tony, were whatever suited her. Sometimes Joseph was at home in the late afternoon and they collided. Rapid, graceful, and courteous, she filled him with the most pleasurable emotions. The wastebaskets were emptied, the sheets on the ivory-and-gilt bed changed, a few shirts, not his best, ironed. There was that, but even more it was the years, the alliance, the black bird herself.


  He directed Carlos back to the room with the desk and, hesitating, uncertain of his ground, he said: Tell me what happened to Zona. That is, if you don’t mind.


  Zona was shot, Carlos said, lowering his gaze to the wrinkled kilim on the floor.


  Joseph drank from the water glass. Then he put it down and pressed his plump hands together. Shot. What a miserable ending for Zona. Such a — what shall I say about her? In truth, Joseph did not have words to describe Zona. He often felt: I love Zona. But that did not appear to be an appropriate expression somehow. For love, although fearful of the details, he asked: Who shot Zona?


  Carlos said: Mister Joseph, they haven’t got him yet. The one who did it.


  You mean on the street? Just like that?


  It was with the driver. Her livery driver.


  Livery driver?


  The driver with the car who drove her around to her places, brought her into town in the morning and met her at their corner and drove her home. For a long time, it’s been. Some years, the arrangement. Martin was his name.


  Joseph said: Martin shot Zona?


  Carlos looked at him with a curious, long glance, a look of impatience, as if he could not believe Joseph did not comprehend what he knew so well himself. Carefully, he said: Martin didn’t shoot Zona. She always sat in front with him. They were both shot.


  Joseph, near to a sob, said: You must mean a robbery or something like that.


  That’s what it was. A fare that came in on the car radio. Got in the back seat and that was it.


  There it was. It was time for Joseph to ask, What can I do for Zona? Carlos said they were having trouble with the arrangements, and when Joseph got his pen to write a check, Carlos said, Checks are hard. We don’t have any banks especially. Any that know us. So, in the end, Joseph found two hundred dollars and Carlos rose to leave. I’ll take it to her sister.


  Whose sister?


  Zona’s sister. My mother. And in the gloom he was escorted to the elevator and went down to the street, where now rain splashed and wind blew.


  Joseph phoned Tony and said, Shot. And Tony said, Shot? Wouldn’t you just know it?


  Joseph said, There’s a sister.


  Whose sister?


  Zona’s sister. That’s who we’re talking about, right? The sister is the mother of Carlos. It’s horrible to think of Zona gone like that. From the back seat.


  Tony said, What back seat? But Joseph declined. Nothing, Tony, nothing. Just shot.


  Tony said: History of this goddam city — at least a footnote to the history of these fucking times. The whole place is a firing range, up and down and across.


  Joseph said: Zona’s not a footnote to me. I loved Zona.


  Didn’t we all? came back over the wire.


  The next morning, Carlos arrived at a town house on East Ninety-first Street, the house of Cynthia, the flute player. The door was ajar and noise could be heard inside — voices, a phonograph, a telephone ringing and answered. Carlos pushed the bell button and waited next to a stone urn of faltering geraniums. After a time, a young girl, about his age, called out for Granny, and after a minute or two here came Cynthia in a smock. This time the opening line was: I’m Carlos. From Zona.


  How nice. Come in, come in. You are welcome here.


  There were boots and umbrellas in the hallway, coats hanging on pegs, newspapers stacked for recycling — quite a busy entrance, you’d have to say.


  Carlos was led into the front parlor, where there was a piano, along with bookcases, two-seater sofas, and a big, lumpy armchair by the window, to which he was directed. Cynthia drew a chair very near to him, and her greenish, amiable eyes gazed into his liquid black ones and at last she said: I missed Zona this week. You know — Carlos, is it? — that I consider it very brave of Zona to set foot into my jungle. An army couldn’t handle it. You can see that, I’m sure. But Zona found things to do, and I am much in her debt.


  Carlos looked aside. Zona passed away, he said.


  Cynthia sat up straight as a rod in her chair and looked up at the ceiling for a long time. At last she said: I wasn’t prepared for this. Passed on from this life, Zona. Just like that.


  Zona passed away, he repeated, and Cynthia seemed lost in contemplation, meditation of some kind. Oh, oh, passed away. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I hope it was an easy death. An easy passage after a hard, honorable life.


  Carlos said: No, ma’am. It wasn’t easy. Zona was shot.


  Cynthia drew her chair nearer, brought her golden-gray head so close that Carlos tilted his black curls back a bit. Then Cynthia placed her long fingers on his hand and drew his other brown hand over her own so that they were in a clasp like that practiced in progressive churches. Shot, you say. More than the heart can bear.


  Cynthia grew up in Baltimore, went to the Curtis Institute, in Philadelphia, had a three-week summer session in Paris with Rampal, and in her younger years had played for a time in the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra. Then she came with her husband and daughter to New York and bought the house on Ninety-first Street. Thirty-nine thousand it cost then, she would say. Only that. The money had come from the closing of her grandfather’s Baltimore business, a handsome store where well-to-do women could buy dresses, coats and satin lingerie, cologne and face powder. Three floors in a fine downtown brick building, clerks long in service, and seamstresses with pins in their mouths while making alterations. Ours was a select business, she would say with an ironical lilt and the special tone of Unitarian modesty. It was very well known and much respected in the community. To be that, you had to be somewhat cool to ordinary people. You didn’t want them to look at things and then go pale at the price. But the doors were welcoming to one and all on the Day After the Fourth of July Sale. A yearly excitement it was, people in line at seven in the morning.


  Releasing the hand of Carlos, Cynthia said: Tell me what you and your family have been going through. She passed him a damp cookie and a cat entered the room and settled on his lap. Carlos ate the cookie and stroked the cat. Looking hard at Cynthia, he said in a tone of apology: You see, I never met any of the people Zona worked for before this happened. I don’t know just what they might want to hear.


  I want to hear what you can bear to tell, Cynthia said.


  In a breathless rush, Carlos told about the livery car that had taken Zona back and forth to her work, about the passenger who got in from the radio call and hadn’t been caught yet. And he added that his mother, Zona’s sister, would have come round to the people but she was home crying herself crazy.


  I will attend Zona’s funeral, Cynthia said. I want to be there. For me, it would be an honor. And it occurs to me that if you wish I might play a little music. Something suitable, of course.


  Carlos raised his hand to interrupt. It was time to complete his errand: We haven’t been able to make the arrangements for Zona.


  Cynthia said at this point: Funeral arrangements cost much more than they need to. I read a book about that — although I didn’t need to be informed about the ways of such institutions.


  Carlos, a diver at the tip of the board, fixed his glance on Cynthia’s bright head of white hair, with the brown streaks turning golden. He said: She’s been there a week while we couldn’t make the arrangements. They put them in the ground, like in a field, they say.


  Been where?


  With the city down where they keep them. If you can’t make the arrangements to transfer, they put them —


  Oh, Cynthia said. You mean Potter’s Field?


  Carlos said: That sounds like it.


  The granddaughter who had opened the door came into the room and introductions were made. As she was going out, she said to Carlos: You’re cute.


  This young person is in a state of bereavement, Cynthia called to the girl. And she added: Neither of my grandchildren is musical. They can’t sing “Adeste Fideles” in tune. A deprivation.


  Pigeons rested on the sills of the long, handsome, smeary windows still divided into the original panes and now interrupted only by a rusty air-conditioner. I can’t take it all in, Cynthia said. I would like to know what Zona’s family needs.


  What we want, ma’am, he said, what we want is a coffin on a train, and a few of us family will go down and have her buried in Opelika.


  Opelika? Where is that?


  Alabama. Zona’s town.


  Opelika, Alabama. What a pretty name.


  The ground down there’s paid for, Carlos explained.


  Cynthia drew a pencil from the pocket of her smock, found a pad, and began to write on it. I have probably waited too long to sell this house, she said. The prices are falling fast — the darkness deepening, as the hymn goes.


  Cynthia and her chamber-music group occasionally held concerts in this house, and at one of those Joseph had brought Tony along. Tony, when the invitation came, said: I might have guessed you’d go for that, Joseph. German.


  During the wine and cheese, inferior quality indeed, Tony approached Cynthia and in an excited mode informed her: You are sitting on a million bucks here — if not exactly in mint condition. He noted the paneling, the high ceilings, and the matching fireplaces of decorated marble on the first floor. Assets you have here. A million for sure, at the bottom.


  Tony was floating like a sturdy little boat on the waters of the house market. A million for the property and another mil at least to do it up. They’re terrorists, these buyers. They like to gut the place, break down walls, even move the staircase so they can put a powder room under it. Space, dear lady, that’s the ticket. Space is what you have to sell.


  Of course, Cynthia stayed on. The house, the space, was all she had to leave her daughter, the way things looked. She rented rooms to students, gave lessons, while lamenting that the lesson-takers were mostly girls and few strong enough for the instrument. In these rooms now she was contemplating life and death with Carlos. It was calculated that a thousand dollars was needed to rescue Zona. And there was the problem with cashing checks, and just two days before they would, down there at the city, before they would —


  Please, please, Carlos. Don’t speak of it. More than the heart can bear.


  Cynthia’s finances were more than a little murky. Her husband, when they moved to New York, had worked for a publishing group that put out Family Days. Perhaps he got a bit overloaded on that, and he squared the circle, so to speak, and shifted to Liberty, when that magazine was around. He also shifted to an ignorant girl in the mail room. Cynthia was left to provide for her daughter, who quit Barnard College in her freshman year, took up with a boy from Columbia, and went up to New Hampshire with him to pursue carpentry and to produce two daughters. Cynthia had bits of trust funds from the old Baltimore emporium, from a childless uncle, and from her father, who declined the clothing business and went into a small local bank, not very successfully. He raised his nice, musical daughter, who ended up on the flute.


  At last, toward noon, with the temperamental city sun shining one minute and disappearing the next, as if turning a corner, Cynthia found a sweater and put her arm through the arm of Carlos, and the odd tandem made its way down Lexington Avenue to the Chemical Bank. Inside the bank, the odd tandem became an alarming couple; Carlos like a thief avoiding eye contact with the teller, a young Indian woman in a sari, and Cynthia, in an old gentlewoman’s untidy fluster, withdrawing a thousand dollars in fifties and twenties.


  They stood outside in humbling confusion until the money in two envelopes was passed into the hands of Carlos. Off in a gallop to the subway and to do the paperwork down there where they were impatiently holding the body of Zona. Alert the River Jordan Twenty-Four-Hour Funeral Service. And at last meet the train rolling down to Washington, D.C.; there a crunching change of cars, a wait, before wheeling through state after state, through West Virginia, passing the memory of the prehistoric Mound Builders and the rusting scaffolds of the anthracite-coal counties. On to the point of the Chattanooga Campaign, down to the grass and myrtle of the cemetery lying in the Alabama autumn. Journey’s end.


  Adios, Carlos. Au revoir, Zona. Rest in peace in Opelika.


  Cynthia recounted the dire circumstances to Joseph, who said, I loved Zona. A great hole in my life, this is. It’s like planting a field of seeds and none of them coming up. In a manner of speaking.


  Cynthia said: Nothing for Planned Parenthood this year. But no matter, no matter.


  Tony, informed, said: They love funerals.
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